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AL| BEHDAD AND LUKE GARTLAN 


INTRODUCTION 


Historians of photography have generally assigned only marginal importance 
to the work of the many European photographers who traveled in the Middle 
East (or the “Orient”) in the nineteenth century, and even less to the various 
traditions of indigenous photography that emerged in the region soon after the 
introduction of the daguerreotype in 1839. However, the Middle East played 
a critical role in the development of photography both as a new technology 
and as an art form. At the same time, photography was key to the evolution 
and maintenance of Europe's distinctively Orientalist vision of the Middle 
East, where Orientalism is broadly understood as a Western tradition and 
style of thought, imagery, and language used to represent the Middle East for 
European audiences. 

As several essays in this volume remind us, a crucial link between the his- 
tory of photography and Europe's knowledge about the Middle East has existed 
since the invention of the daguerreotype. In his introduction of Louis-Jacques- 
Mandé Daguerre’s invention to the Chambre des députés, Dominique Francois 
Arago spoke of the great advantages of the new medium as a means of repro- 
duction and documentation for Egyptologists and Orientalists, and recom- 
mended that the Institut d’Egypte be equipped immediately with the new visual 
technology. Arago underscored the efficiency and fidelity of the new medium 
as a means to document the hieroglyphs and monuments of the Middle East. In 
subsequent decades, many European photographers followed Arago’s sugges- 
tion and, with the support of various governmental institutions, traveled to the 
Middle East to amass portfolios of Egyptian antiquity and the sites of the holy 
lands, making the region one of the principal training grounds for the early 
practice of photography. 

By suggesting that the Middle East served as a crucial site for the early prac- 
tice of photography, we intend much more than a technical acquisition and 
refinement of its processes, its strategies of commercial practice and distribu- 
tion, or even its pictorial themes and genres. Indeed, the very difficulties con- 
fronted by travel photographers—the unfamiliar environmental conditions and 
logistical challenges referred to ad nauseam in their travelogues—constantly 


reinscribed the region and its peoples within colonialist narratives of adversity 
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overcome and heroic endeavor. As the versatility of photography was enhanced 
through new technologies of reproduction, such as the calotype, the collodion 
process, and, later, gelatin-based processes, these photographers were able to 
mass-produce images to incite and satisfy the demands of the burgeoning tour- 
ist industry in the region as well as ordinary armchair travelers in Europe whose 
desire for exoticism transformed them into voracious collectors of Orientalist 
imagery. The development of modern techniques of photography thus fueled a 
new exoticist desire for visual contact with the rest of the world. 

Alongside the Orientalist archive of photography produced by Europeans, 
there are also various indigenous archives throughout the Middle East and 
India. Most but not necessarily all such archives were produced by local and 
resident artists and amateur photographers, for soon after its introduction in 
Europe, the art and technology of photography was taken up by the wealthy 
and the powerful in the region, representing themselves, local monuments, and 
people of lower classes and their practices in often exoticizing and eroticizing 
fashion. Ottoman and Qajar rulers during the second half of the nineteenth 
century, for example, embraced photography not only to foreground their social 
status and dynastic power but also to represent their historical monuments and 
diverse populations. In addition, like their European counterparts, local artists 
engaged in what one might call “photo-exoticism,’ a mode of representation 
that reduced people of the lower classes to (ethnographic) types while repro- 
ducing stock images of harem women. Locally produced photographs of the 
Middle East, as products of contact zones, were in dialogue with the Orientalist 
archive and, as such, both informed and were informed by aesthetic concerns 
and thematic choices of Orientalist photography in Europe. At the same time, 
as Mary Roberts and Esra Akcan elaborate in their contributions to this vol- 
ume, indigenous and local photographers in the Middle East were not merely 
imitators of European Orientalism, for they were also active participants in the 
production of counterrepresentations that resisted the stereotypical images of 
the Middle East. 

Although a few art historians, such as Nissan Perez and Bahattin Oztuncay, 
have provided taxonomic accounts of European and non-European photogra- 
phers active in the Middle East, there has been no in-depth cultural study of 
their works.’ To fill this critical gap, Photography’ Orientalism focuses on the 
intertextual and intervisual relationship between photographic, literary, and 
historical representations of the Middle East. The essays elaborate the produc- 
tive and indivisible relationship between arts and politics by unpacking the 
connection between European presence in the Middle East and aesthetic rep- 
resentations of the region produced by traveling and resident photographers. 
Attentive to the artistic and aesthetic dimensions of photography, the essays 
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consider the social, cultural, and political aspects of the Orientalist photograph. 
In this way, the volume aims both to broaden the scope of analyses of European 
representations of other cultures as well as to contribute to studies of the his- 
torical development of photography. 

Photography’s Orientalism does not assume the fixed nature of either term in 
the volume’s title; rather, it questions the criteria that define both photography 
and Orientalism while interrogating their entangled histories, interrelations, 
and continued legacies. The intention is neither to privilege photography’s 
role nor to dismiss its particular protean characteristics as a visual and mate- 
rial object but to invigorate critical debates about photography’s relations to 
Orientalism and the historical forms of Orientalism’s debt to photography. 
The historical and theoretical nature of their association frames this volume 
of essays but receives its most overt examination in the opening two essays. 
For Ali Behdad, the recent tendency of some photographic historians to elide 
the politics of Orientalism in favor of a return to business-as-usual aesthetic 
analysis underscores the critical need to assert the photograph’s status as both 
illustrative and constitutive of notions of “the Orient.” The camera was the latest 
device conscripted to the task of Orientalist knowledge production, whether 
in the formation of a state archive or a tourist album, a newspaper cover or a 
picture postcard. By contrast, Christopher Pinney questions the efficacy of the 
camera for the discursive operations of Orientalism, arguing that photography 
always had the potential to disrupt—or “disturb”—those same mechanisms of 
colonial authority that wished to mobilize its use. Instead of the master’s tools 
dismantling the master’s house, the possibility emerges that the colonial state 
could never claim, however much it entertained the notion, to be the custodian 
of the technology. 

Since the publication of Edward Said’s seminal book Orientalism in 1978, 
some scholars of visual culture have also elaborated the difference between 
Western photographic representations of the Middle East and Middle 
Easterners’ photographic self-representations of their societies in binary terms, 
as expressions of power and resistance, respectively. On the one hand, some 
art historians and cultural critics have defined European representations of 
non-European and colonized people as examples of colonial exoticism and 
domination. For instance, in his important book The Colonial Harem, Malek 
Alloula describes early-twentieth-century French postcards of the Maghreb 
as “the fertilizer of the colonial vision.” In a similar vein, art historians Julia 
Ballerini and Keri A. Berg have adopted a Saidian model to critically study 
early French photographs of Egypt as signifiers of the unequal gaze between 
the European colonizer and the colonized Middle East, describing the cam- 
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historians of non-Western cultures have theorized indigenous artistic repre- 
sentations in terms of resistance to the West and imperialism. Zeynep Celik, for 
example, has argued that Ottoman photographic representations of Turkey at 
the World’s Columbian Exposition, held in Chicago in 1893, “included opposi- 
tional perspectives to challenge Orientalist constructions” of Ottoman society.‘ 
Similarly, Mary Roberts has argued that “photography was harnessed by the 
Ottoman leaders as a medium for presenting a revised collective self-image to 
Europe” and that critics ought “to consider its subversive relationship to exist- 
ing Orientalist photographic codes.”* 

The essays in this volume wish to complicate and advance the aesthetic, 
theoretical, and historical implications of these approaches by calling into 
question the Manichaean relation between Western and non-Western pho- 
tographic representations of the Middle East. Although Orientalism—under- 
stood as a network of aesthetic, cultural, economic, and political relationships 
that cross national and historical boundaries—is indispensable to an under- 
standing of nineteenth- and twentieth-century photography of the Middle 
East, such images cannot be viewed merely as a reflection of Europeans’ racial 
prejudice against “Orientals,” nor should we assume that the photographs of 
the Middle East by European artists simply validate Euro-imperial dominance 
over the region. At the same time, it would be a great scholarly error to view 
local photographic representations in the Middle East as merely derivative of 
their Western counterparts, just as it would be equally erroneous to consider 
them either as oppositional practices working against Orientalist aesthetics or 
as “pure” or “authentic” articulations of the vernacular cultures in the region. 
Put otherwise, photographic representations of the Middle East do not entail a 
binary visual structure between the Europeans as active agents and “Orientals” 
as passive objects of representation. And just as Western photographic repre- 
sentations of the Middle East are not all expressions of colonial power, indige- 
nous practices of photography do not necessarily constitute a locus of resistance 
to Orientalism. 

An emphasis on the subtle interventions and multiple histories of localized 
photographic practices and forms of circulation disputes the application of such 
polarized frameworks to the interpretation of Orientalist photographs, but it 
also questions the narrow range of photographers and photographs that have 
dominated scholarship in the field. As Luke Gartlan argues in his essay, the 
narrow scholarly focus on Anglo-French Orientalism has impeded art histori- 
ans and cultural critics from exploring cross-cultural encounters and histories 
of photography in other regions. Indeed, throughout this volume, the authors 
invite us to examine long-neglected photographers and archives and to ques- 
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found favor in the mid-twentieth-century surveys of the medium.® In many 
cases, a privileged handful of photographers, invariably Western European 
and often skilled in their own self-promotion, retain a canonical status that 
has proven remarkably resilient to the forceful revisionist critiques of photo- 
graphic historians. Writing in the early 1980s, Abigail Solomon-Godeau was 
one scholar to question the art historical criteria of aesthetic value that framed 
the assessment of European travel photographers active in the Middle East and 
lionized, then as now, by an art market eager to embrace the latest discovery. 
“In the great rush to discover the art of photography’s past,’ Solomon-Godeau 
argued, “we run the risk of destroying its history.” Since the publication of such 
critical approaches, art historians have reconsidered the work of photographers 
such as Maxime Du Camp, Roger Fenton, and Francis Frith, but the scholarship 
devoted to such figures stands in stark contrast to the millions of anonymous 
photographs that remain neglected in repositories around the world. Faced 
with a seemingly endless, dispersed corpus of visual materials, photographic 
historians must remain vigilant about the internal differences and histories of 
archives and about their modes of production and intended purposes, lest the 
sheer mass of material impose its own logic that occludes the complexities of 
its subject matter.° Photography’s Orientalism offers nuanced and historicized 
readings of various photographic archives, especially the Pierre de Gigord col- 
lection of photographs of the Ottoman Empire and the Republic of Turkey and 
the Ken and Jenny Jacobson Orientalist photography collection, both held at 
the Getty Research Institute, by way of offering new areas for critical studies of 
photographic representations of the Middle East. 

Three contributors to this volume investigate the role of photography in 
the context of the Ottoman Empire. Whereas much past scholarship has con- 
centrated on European photographers in the Ottoman Empire, Mary Roberts, 
Nancy Micklewright, and Esra Akcan contribute to an ongoing shift in aca- 
demic attention toward local photographers and regional applications of pho- 
tography. Taken together, these essays attest to Mounira Khemir’s claim of 
“the openness of a visual technology as the generator of new meanings in new 
hands-”’ Mary Roberts examines Sultan Abdiilaziz’s adoption of photographic 
portraiture for the assertion of regal authority over the Ottoman Empire and 
its subjects. In contrast to the Orientalist photographs produced for the bur- 
geoning tourist market, Roberts argues that these imperial portraits exemplify 
a counterdiscursive use of photography directed at both domestic and inter- 
national audiences. Whereas Roberts evaluates the imperial applications of 
photography for the statecraft of the Ottoman Empire, Nancy Micklewright 
explores a range of official and vernacular photographs that resist ready classifi- 
cation as Orientalist imagery and have generally evaded the scrutiny of scholars. 
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To redress this imbalance, Micklewright highlights the modern subjects and 
visual manipulations apparent in a selection of images that assert the domestic 
uses of photography. Contra to the exoticizing thematics and pictorial devices 
of the Orientalist photograph, with its painted backdrops, studio props, coerced 
models, and signifiers of cultural otherness, Micklewright demonstrates the 
popular incorporation of the camera into the everyday lives and practices of 
Ottoman society. 

Several contributors to this volume emphasize the significance of pictorial 
formats and materiality to the meanings that accrued from photographs of the 
Middle East. Esra Akcan’s analysis of panoramic “views” of the Bosporus, for 
example, not only expands on the critical assessment of photography’s central- 
ity to the Ottoman Empire, and specifically Istanbul, but also raises the issue of 
the photograph’ role in the construction of “a specific perception that marked 
the city as panoramic.” Akcan argues that such a perception was part and par- 
cel of the Ottoman album's sequence of photographs of the Bosporus, which 
invited local viewers to assess each photograph within the context of their inti- 
mate, firsthand knowledge of the city. Such photographs are neither fixed testa- 
ments of the ideological assumptions of their producers nor impartial records 
of a past cityscape, but rather visual materials of inherent interpretative uncer- 
tainty, open to continued reassessment and reclamation by later generations 
and alternative voices. Akcan’s emphasis on the twentieth-century significations 
of these photographs, particularly for the writers and intellectuals of Istanbul, 
highlights their potential to acquire political and cultural meanings unenvi- 
sioned by their initial producers and owners. 

Like Akcan, Darcy Grimaldo Grigsby addresses a subject familiar to innu- 
merable nineteenth-century photographic albums: the ancient pyramids of 
Egypt. However, Grigsby’s essay principally concerns the discontinuities of 
visual perception that apply to this popular subject as perceived in the ste- 
reoview. With particular acuity, Grigsby examines, using Douglas Nickel’s 
apposite phrase, “the specular strangeness of the stereo image,’?® and, in par- 
ticular, the inability of the stereoview to account for the scale of these monu- 
ments without the perceptual loss of their constituent parts into a generalized 
form. Drawing on the writings of such astute nineteenth-century commenta- 
tors as Lady Elizabeth Eastlake and Oliver Wendell Holmes, Grigsby attends 
to the phenomenological experience of looking at stereoviews of the Pyramids, 
calling our attention to the perceptual discrepancies and spatial distortions of 
their representations. 

Whereas Grigsby focuses on the phenomenological implications of photo- 
graphic representations of Egyptian antiquity, Gartlan in his contribution to 
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Europeans in Egypt. He considers the significance of photography for a group 
of Austrian artists who visited Cairo in the mid-nineteenth century and elabo- 
rates the ways these more casual European tourists participated in (re)produc- 
ing an Orientalist view of the region. At the same time, Gartlan explores the 
productive function of group photography in male bonding, arguing cogently 
that the homoerotics of Orientalism, while potentially resistant to normative 
ideals of colonial masculinity and sexuality, remains forgetful of the colonial 
relations of power in which it is inscribed. Put otherwise, he suggests, homo- 
erotic desire colludes in the operations of Orientalism through an erasure of the 
condition of its possibility and expression in the colonial periphery. 

Although the majority of essays in this volume examine the work of nine- 
teenth-century photographers active in the Middle East, the final three essays 
challenge such spatial and temporal parameters used to define Orientalist pho- 
tography. As Said famously argued, the “Orient” was, and is, less a place with 
defined political borders than the product of an “imaginative geography” that 
could just as well find expression in the photographic studios of the European 
capitals as the cities of the Middle East. While some photographic historians, 
such as Gordon Baldwin, have highlighted the Orientalized worlds fabricated in 
the nineteenth-century studios of London and Paris, the temporal parameters 
of Orientalism have received much less scrutiny.** In their varied case studies, 
Hannah Feldman, Rob Linrothe, and John Tagg maintain that the discourses 
of Orientalism are not restricted to a temporal period or geographic location 
but remain pertinent to subsequent practices of visual representation after the 
era of so-called decolonization. One aim of this volume is to foster debate that 
attends to the transcultural histories and postcolonial resonances of photogra- 
phy, both within and across the geographic region of the Middle East. Hannah 
Feldman’s analysis of a suite of photographs produced in the final year of the 
Algerian War of Independence complicates any claim that Orientalist photog- 
raphy constitutes a practice restricted to the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. On the contrary, her examination of photographs of the Algerian 
war and its diasporic protests in France attests to the continued resilience of the 
camera's colonialist representations, transposed into the context of the French 
state. Yet Feldman also argues for the necessity of a critical framework regis- 
tering the “subaltern agency” of the diasporic communities depicted in these 
photographs as testaments that assert their rights to the ideals of citizenship. 

While the cultural contexts of their respective subjects could hardly be 
more diverse, Rob Linrothe and John Tagg share a concern with the contem- 
porary politics and attendant identities that accompany the display of historic 
photographs. Whether suggestive of notions of personal selfhood in a Tibetan 
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exhibition of photographs in New York, both contributors emphasize the rele- 
vance of colonial-era photographs for current audiences and for perceptions of 
past and present. Taking as his starting point two early-twentieth-century pho- 
tographic portraits of a Tibetan Buddhist monk, Linrothe explores the recep- 
tion and continued significance of these photographs for present-day Tibetan 
Buddhist monastic communities in the Indian state of Jammu and Kashmir. 
His study demonstrates the centrality of colonial-era photographs to the ritual 
practices and identities of Tibetan monastic communities based in northern 
India and the potential of fieldwork to dislodge some of the most entrenched 
theoretical assumptions of Western photographic theory. 

In contrast to the portrait photographs displayed in consort with sculp- 
tures and paintings in the chambers of a Tibetan Buddhist spiritual leader, 
John Tagg examines the specific modes of display and curatorial selection that 
accompanied a major exhibition of British calotype photography held at the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York in 2007. Tagg highlights the exhi- 
bition’s predilection for a historical narrative that eschewed questions of the 
nationalist and imperialist framework of its subject, reaffirming the continued 
relevance of Solomon-Godeau’s caution against the preeminence afforded aes- 
thetic judgments for accounts of photography’s history. By emphasizing the 
British Empire's uses of the camera in India, Tagg questions the historical occlu- 
sions that framed the exhibition and its detachment of photographs from the 
social contexts that informed and enabled their production and reception. In 
doing so, Tagg reasserts the fundamental centrality of empire to the study of 
photography’s history. 

To close this volume with a critique of a major exhibition is particularly 
germane because of the uncertain position of photography in exhibitions of 
Orientalist visual culture over the last thirty years. With each exhibition, the 
emphasis given to photographs has changed, and in more recent years pho- 
tographs have been excluded altogether from such major exhibitions as The 
Lure of the East, held at Tate Britain in 2008, and LOrientalisme en Europe: 
De Delacroix a Matisse at the Musées royaux des beaux-arts de Belgique, in 
2010.'* As Christine Riding has noted in her behind-the-scenes account of the 
curatorial rationale for The Lure of the East, the decision to arrange the galler- 
ies according to genres “foregrounded the theoretical premise of the exhibition 
as primarily an exploration of how artists—that is painters and watercolorists 
not photographers—adapted long-established conventions and practice to 
new subjects and environments.’”* As a parallel phenomenon, some photog- 
raphy curators have countered with major exhibitions devoted to Orientalist 


photographs.’* Yet as many of the contributors to this volume contend, this 
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dissociation of photography from other visual forms and cultural products 
remains deeply problematic, not least given the inevitable use of digital pho- 
tography to advertise these very same exhibitions with poster and billboard 
reproductions of selected images that qualify for consideration, on the basis 
of medium, as the sanctioned works of artists. Irrespective of such institu- 
tional decisions, the broad range of contributors to this volume—including art 
historians, visual anthropologists, cultural theorists, and photographic histo- 
rians—attests to the breadth of disciplines that are galvanized in debate and 
recognition of photography’s significance in the historical exchanges between 
Europe and the Middle East. 

This collection of essays aims to promote awareness of the variety and com- 
plexities of the interrelated histories of Orientalism and photography by engag- 
ing central issues and inviting critical debate pertaining to the “Orientalist” 
photograph. The essays attend to the uneven encounter between the photog- 
rapher and the photographed by questioning the monolithic dualism of power 
and resistance that have marked many postcolonial readings of the visual 
archive of Orientalism. By challenging the distinctions typically drawn in con- 
trapuntal readings between visual and discursive materials, the essays dem- 
onstrate the value of an ascending mode of critical analysis, underscoring the 
wider historical determinations of photographic representation of the Middle 
East and beyond. In this way, this volume charts a course beyond the modalities 
of the general and the generalized that long have characterized conventional 
studies of photography’s Orientalism and addresses the pressing need for more 
sustained consideration of the affinities between discursive and visual forma- 


tions of Orientalism. 
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THE ORIENTALIST PHOTOGRAPH 


This essay is a reflexive attempt to bring into dialogue the rhetoric of the 
Orientalist image with a historical understanding of its emergence in the mid- 
nineteenth century. Organized as a series of fragmentary reflections, it sketches 
a visual description of what I call the Orientalist photograph, a sketch that 
engages its form as much as its politics; it is at once a historical account and a 
formal elaboration of a particular form of iconography. My aim here is to offer 
not an exhaustive inventory of the features of the Orientalist photograph but a 
preliminary description of some of its discontinuous and scattered traits, situat- 
ing them specifically in the historical context of their formation. An Orientalist 
photograph, I wish to suggest, is an imaginary construct, though always his- 
torically and aesthetically contingent; it is marked by iconic fractures and ideo- 
logical fissures yet is nonetheless regulated by a visual regime that naturalizes 
its particular mode of representation. Put otherwise, the discontinuous rep- 
resentations of the “Orient” and its people are linked and actualized through 
an ideology of denotative exoticism. In the Orientalist photograph, the frag- 
mented images of the geographic region encompassing the Middle East and 
North Africa are unified through a system of ideological denotations, which 
figures it as a network of exotic signifiers. 

Motivating my aim in elaborating what one may call the “visual regulari- 
ties”’ of Orientalist photography have been recent claims by some art historians 
and literary scholars that Orientalism no longer provides a viable conceptual 
framework to study nineteenth-century representations of the Middle East 
by European writers, travelers, and photographers. Indeed, in light of the 
wide-ranging influence of Edward Said’s seminal book Orientalism (1978), it 
is remarkable how much critical energy has been expended in recent years 
to demonstrate that Said’s book misrepresents or inadequately represents the 
project of Orientalism. To be sure, Orientalism has always attracted perhaps 
more than its fair share of critics. Just a few years after its publication, scholars 
such as Ajaz Ahmad and James Clifford challenged Orientalism’s “high human- 
ism,” took issue with its use of Michel Foucault’s theory of knowledge-power, 
and questioned its omission of German and Russian Orientalism.” What dis- 


tinguishes recent criticism of Orientalism, however, is that it emanates from a 
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broader rejection of the field of postcolonialism itself, and indeed of the project 
of political critique of literary and artistic expressions altogether. Recent art 
historical discussions of nineteenth-century photographic representations of 
the Middle East provide an exemplary case of such recent anti-Saidianism. 

“In contemporary writing about nineteenth-century photography of the 
Middle East, writes Michelle L. Woodward, “it has become almost a cliché to 
describe many of these images as ‘Orientalist’—that is, reflecting or propagat- 
ing a system of representation that creates an essentialized difference between 
the ‘Orient’ and the “West’”* This claim aptly captures the predominant anti- 
Saidian sentiment among art historians and curators who work on representa- 
tions of the Middle East created by both European and indigenous painters and 
photographers. To be sure, responses to Said’s discussion of Orientalism as a 
discourse of colonial power among art historians and museum curators span 
the critical spectrum, from more rigorous and subtle critiques articulated from 
the Left to the sometimes facile and reactionary from those of an opposing 
political orientation. On one side are art historians such as Zeynep Celik, Mary 
Roberts, and Woodward, who argue that “the trend to extend Said’s analysis to 
apply equally to visual representations has ...been used too broadly, obscuring 
nuances and inconsistencies, not only between different photographers’ bodies 
of work but also within them.’* These scholars typically aim to constructively 
revise Orientalism to encompass “a disparate and disputed set of discursive 
constructions” while at the same time acknowledging “Orientals” as “par- 
ticipants in the production of counternarratives or resistant images.’* On the 
other side are writers such as John MacKenzie and Ken Jacobson, who betray 
a marked suspicion of “theory” and seek to return the term Orientalism to its 
prior usage as an art historical term that could be deployed without suggestion 
of a broader political or ideological critique. In Orientalism: History, Theory, 
and the Arts, MacKenzie argues against Linda Nochlin that “there is little evi- 
dence of a necessary coherence between the imposition of direct imperial rule 
and the visual arts,’ claiming that “Orientalism celebrates cultural proximity, 
historical parallelism and religious familiarity [with the Middle East and North 
Africa] rather than true ‘Otherness’”® Given such perceived “misconceptions 
inherent in postcolonialist analysis,’ Jacobson similarly suggests that “a return 
to more traditional methods is desirable for the study of 19th- and early-2oth- 
century photography in North Africa and the Near East,’ urging commentators 
to focus more single-mindedly on the “notable aesthetic, as well as documen- 
tary and historical merit” when analyzing visual representations.’ 

In what follows, I argue that Orientalism should be understood not merely 
as an ideological discourse of power or as a neutral art historical term but 


rather as a network of aesthetic, economic, and political relationships that 
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cross national and historical boundaries. Understood in this way, Orientalism 
is indispensable to the understanding of nineteenth-century photography of the 
Middle East. Whether considered in the context of their production and dis- 
semination in the nineteenth century or in relation to their current afterlives as 
collectable objects or archives, photographs of the “Orient” become meaningful 
and legible only if they are considered in terms of the geopolitical distinctions, 
economic interests, and cultural assumptions about the Middle East and its 
people. While insisting that Orientalism offers a crucial perspective from which 
to comprehend the meaning and significance of photographic representations 
of the Middle East, I do not mean to suggest that such images should be under- 
stood merely as a reflection of Europeans’ racial prejudice against “Orientals” 
or that these images simply validate European, imperial dominance over the 
region. Nor would I wish to argue that Orientalist photography entails a binary 
visual structure between the Europeans as active agents and “Orientals” as pas- 
sive objects of representation. Rather, I hope to provide an alternative view of 
Orientalist photography that focuses on nodes and ties that bind artists, collec- 
tors, and museums across historical and national boundaries, all of which are 
productive of a distinctly exotic vision of the region, a vision at once embraced 
and perpetuated by the elite in the Middle East. Indigenous photography in 
and of itself, I maintain, does not constitute an oppositional locus or resistant 
iconography, for it too belongs to the Orientalist network that mediates its 
vocabulary and thematics of representation.* A network theory of Orientalism 
concerns itself neither with the motivations of individual artists nor with the 
attributes of art objects; instead, it studies the symmetrical and asymmetrical 


relations between discrete objects, specific individuals, and concrete practices. 
History Matters 


A crucial link between the history of photography and Europe's knowledge 
about the Middle East has existed since the invention of the daguerreotype 
in 1839. Significantly, at the very meeting in which Louis-Jacques-Mandé 
Daguerre’s invention was introduced to the Chambre des députés, the presenter, 
Dominique Francois Arago, commented upon “the extraordinary advantages 
that could have been derived from so exact and rapid a means of reproduc- 
tion during the expedition to Egypt.”’ He then recommended that the French 
government immediately equip various institutions of knowledge-gathering 
about the Middle East, such as the Institut d’Egypte, with the new technology 
to further the project of Orientalism. It should come as no surprise that only 
eighty days after this meeting, a group of French painters and scholars led by 
Horace Vernet, an Orientalist genre painter who had traveled to Algeria with 
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Fig. 1. 

Maxime Du Camp 

(French, 1822-94). 

Ruins of Denderah, 1849, 
albumen print, 16.5 x 

21.9 cm (61% x 8% in.). 
From Maxime Du Camp, 
Egypte, Nubie, Syrie: Paysages 
et Monuments, vol. 1 (1851). 
University of California, 

Los Angeles, Charles E. Young 
Research Library. 


Fig. 2. 

Francis Frith 

(English, 1822-98). 

The Town and Lake of Tiberias, 
from the North, 1857, 
albumen print, page: 31.1 x 
43.8cm (12% x 17% in.); 
image: 15.2 x 22.5cm 

(6 x 8% in.). 

From Francis Frith, Egypt 

and Palestine Photographed 
and Described, vol. 1 (London: 
J.S. Virtue, 1858-59), n.p. 
Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 
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the French army in 1833, and the daguerreotypist Frédéric Goupil-Fesquet went 
to Egypt to photograph Egyptian antiquity. Nor is it a coincidence that as early 
as 1846, Daguerre’s British counterpart, William Henry Fox Talbot, published a 
pamphlet titled “The Talbotype Applied to Hieroglyphics,” which was distrib- 
uted among archaeologists and Orientalists.’® Indeed, in subsequent decades, 
many early European traveling photographers such as John Cramb, Francis 
Frith, Maxime Du Camp, and Auguste Salzmann followed Arago’s suggestion 
and traveled to the Middle East to photograph various places and monuments, 
making the Middle East one of the original and most popular sites for the prac- 
tice of photography. 

Art historians and museum curators have generally treated early ama- 
teur and expeditionary images of the Middle East either as distinct artistic 
expressions of individual photographers or as documentary projects to pro- 
vide European audiences, in particular archaeologists and Egyptologists, 
with truthful images of the Holy Land and Egyptian antiquity.’* What these 
approaches conceal is the network of relations that enabled the production of 
these images in the first place as well as the politico-cultural context, which 
made them so rapaciously consumable as visual and exotic objects. That the 
representations of the “Orient” figured so prominently in the early history of 
photography, specifically in England and France, speaks to the network of 
aesthetic, economic, and political relations between Western Europe and the 
Middle East, a network that provided the logistical means and conceptual par- 
adigms for various photographic projects. Indeed, the photographic projects of 
Du Camp, Félix Teynard, or Salzmann would have never been realized were it 
not for the great interest in Middle Eastern antiquity generated by Napoleon's 
1798 expedition to Egypt and the subsequent establishment of the Institut 
d’ Egypte; the intellectual and artistic contributions of earlier Orientalist schol- 
ars, painters, and travelers; and the sponsorship of the French government 
and institutions. Du Camp, for instance, belonged to the Orientalist institu- 
tion Société Orientale; had a government commission from the Ministére de 
Yagriculture et du commerce to photograph historic monuments in Egypt, 
Palestine, and Syria; was trained prior to his journey by Gustave Le Gray and 
Alexis de Lagrange to produce good negatives; was accompanied by Gustave 
Flaubert, who fancifully documented their trip; and was finally able to publish 
his photographs in 1851 using the printing process developed by Louis Désiré 
Blanquart-Evrard—photographs that became immediately successful because 
of the popular and scholarly interest in Orientalism. Far from being the result 
of a manic obsession with photography, as Flaubert claimed, Du Camp’s 
images are products of a network of individual and institutional relationships 


that not only determined the content of his photographs but also provided 
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the technical knowledge and logistical support to execute them (fig. 1). Du 
Camps Egypte, Nubie, Syrie: Paysages et Monuments is thus impregnated by 
a web of textual and visual traces that inscribe it within the iconography of 
Orientalism. As in Frith’s Egypt and Palestine Photographed and Described 
(fig. 2), Du Camp’s photographs in the book, which became an instant success 
in spite of its costliness, are accompanied by texts containing verbatim extracts 
from eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century Orientalist travel narratives in 
order to make these images meaningful and legible. These textual precursors 
function not merely as explications for photographic representations of the 
“Orient”; they also determine what is worthy of photography in the Middle 
East. Put otherwise, the earlier travel narratives play a mediating role for the 
practice of Orientalist photography. 


Circulation 


The relation between Orientalist painting and photography is not that of a 
linear influence but of a circular reciprocity. Even a cursory glance at 
early Orientalist photography reveals its indebtedness to the conventions of 
Orientalist romantic paintings: Jacques Moulin’s erotic and ethnographic pho- 
tographs of the Orient explicitly borrow from the works of romantic paint- 
ers Georges Auguste, Richard Parkes Bonington, and Eugéne Delacroix, just 
as Wilhelm Hammerschmidt’s and Francis Frith’s photographs of Egyptian 
antiquity and the monuments of the Holy Land relied on the topographical 
works of English painters such as David Roberts. That Orientalist photography’s 
subject matters and formal concerns were mediated by a particular painterly 
tradition should come as no surprise, since some of the early photographers 
of the Orient, including Roger Fenton, Auguste Salzmann, and Horace Vernet, 
were accomplished painters or began their careers as (Orientalist) painters but 
switched to photography because the new medium provided them with a more 
efficient means of realistic representation. More surprisingly, however, are the 
ways in which photography altered Orientalist genre painting, transforming 
its techniques and turning its romantic reveries into realist fantasies. As was 
predicted by Daguerre in 1839, since the mid-nineteenth century, Orientalist 
painters such as Léon Belly, Ludwig Deutsch, Jean-Léon Géréme, and William 
Holman Hunt became increasingly dependent on the works of amateur and 
professional photographers of the Orient such as Henri Béchard, G. Lékégian, 
Abdullah Fréres, and J. Pascal Sébah to create what is considered documentary 
realism. That Théophile Gautier compared the new documentary realism and 
its precise techniques to the objective precision of photography points to the 
crucial mediating role of the Orientalist photograph.” 


THE ORIENTALIST PHOTOGRAPH 


The complicity between Orientalist painting and photography at once com- 
plicates notions of artistic influence, originality, and origin, compelling us to 
consider Orientalist representation as a network of artistic and discursive rela- 
tions. The critical attitude among art historians and museum curators toward 
Edward Said’s discussion of Orientalism as a discourse of colonial power has 
been at the cost of ignoring the crucial nodes and ties that bind artists, archae- 
ologists, writers, and travelers, which are productive of a distinctly exotic vision 
of the region. Frith’s Egypt and Palestine provides an early example of the idea 
of Orientalism as a network. The juxtaposition of his photographs with their 
descriptions after each image points to the supplementarity of textuality and 
visuality in the field of Orientalism. Frith’s texts are peppered with references 
to the works of other travelers, archaeologists, and Orientalists. Consider the 
following quotation from Albert Smith, an accomplished traveler at the time, 
which Frith offers by way of describing the role of photography in providing 


truthful images of other worlds: 


Artists and writers will study effect, rather than graphic truth. The florid 
description of some modern book of travel is as different from the actual 
impressions of ninety-nine people out of a hundred, allowing all these per- 
sons to possess average education, perception, and intellect, when painting 
in their minds the same subject, as the artfully tinted lithograph, or pictur- 


esque engraving of the portfolio, or annual, is from the faithful photograph. 
Frith responds to this claim by pointing out: 


Yet it does not follow, O Albert Smith, that a photograph, because it is not 
“over-coloured,” is therefore faithful. I am all too deeply enamoured of the 
gorgeous, sunny East, to feign that my insipid, colourless pictures are by 
any means just to her spiritual charms. But indeed, I hold it to be impos- 
sible, by any means, fully and truthfully to inform the mind of scenes 
which are wholly foreign to the eye. There is no effectual substitute for 
actual travel, but it is my ambition to provide for those to whom circum- 
stances forbid that luxury, faithful representations of the scenes I have wit- 
nessed, and I shall endeavour to make the simple truthfulness of the 


Camera, a guide for my Pen.”* 


The passage provides an example of how early photographic projects were 
in dialogue with travel writing and other Orientalist representations. Frith’s 
response foregrounds the complementary relationship between the camera 


and the pen, photography and witnessing. On the one hand, the supplementary 
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relation between the photographer, archaeologists, and earlier travelers to the 
region suggests that what became worthy of photographing in the Orient was 
mediated through earlier descriptions and interests in holy sites and antiquity. 
On the other hand, by photographically re-presenting these sites, Frith pro- 
vides further evidence for their studies while at the same time popularizing 
Orientalism as a discourse. While reaffirming the value of travel and firsthand 
observation, Frith points to the value of photography as a substitute for the 
Orientalist journey. For him, the Orientalist photograph has a supplemen- 
tary function, providing the viewer with a visual experience of the Orient 
otherwise unavailable for most people. Orientalist photography, therefore, 
neither displaced its painterly counterpart nor did it outdate its textual pre- 
cursor, but joined them in making Orientalism thrive as a dominant mode of 


representation. 
Mediation 


If early- and mid-nineteenth-century European travelogues and Orientalist 
genre paintings defined what was worthy of photographing in the Orient, the 
Oriental photograph in turn powerfully mediated the vision of every traveler 
who went to the Orient. Evelyn Waugh’s description of the scene of his arrival 


to Constantinople offers a salient example of this mediation: 


It was getting dark by the time that we came back to the mouth of the 
Golden Horn. A low sea mist was hanging about the town, drifting and 
mingling with the smoke from the chimneys. The domes and towers 
stood out indistinctly, but even in their obscurity formed a tremendous 
prospect; just as the sun was on the horizon, it broke through the clouds, 
and, in the most dramatic way possible, threw out a great splash of golden 
light over the minarets of St. Sophia. At least, I think it was St. Sophia. 

It is one of the delights of one’s first arrival by sea at Constantinople to 
attempt to identify this great church from the photographs among which 


we have all been nurtured.”* 


European travelers were nurtured as early as the 1850s by images of 
Constantinople, Jerusalem, and Egypt by pioneer photographers such as James 
Robertson, Du Camp, Teynard, and Salzmann. The Orientalist photograph 
democratized the access to Orientalist representation by liberating it from its 
elite confinement in the salon. The Orientalist photograph was thus not merely 
an expression of a European desire for the Orient but also productive of the 
lure of the East. Unlike the phantasmagoric image repertoire of Arabian Nights 
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that had mediated and then disillusioned earlier travelers like Gérard de Nerval 
and Flaubert, the Orientalist photograph was constitutive of the Oriental real 
that made the traveler’s encounter with the reality of the Orient more meaning- 
ful, albeit somewhat déja vu. And unlike the intertext of Arabian Nights or the 
romantic paintings of Delacroix, the Orientalist photograph did not counter 
the traveler’s own experience of the Oriental real by making it seem banal but 
rather enhanced it through the pleasure of identification (fig. 3). The photo- 
graphic image was not merely an indexical reference point for the Orientalist 
traveler but the mediator of his or her desire for the Orient. The Orientalist 
photograph thus “nurtured” the desire for the Orient, helping its development 
as a cultural phenomenon throughout the West. 

Photography’s potential for the development of Orientalism was widely 
acknowledged early on. For example, in a review of Maxime Du Camp’s Egypte, 
Nubie, Syrie: Paysages et Monuments, Louis de Cormenin wrote, 


A daguerrian excursion is thus fortuitous from the dual points of view of 
eternal art and the written voyage [voyage cursif], above all when this 


excursion is undertaken in little-known, unique, and strange countries of 


ake. 
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Fig. 3. 

Sébah & Joaillier 

(Ottoman photography studio, 
1888-ca. 1950). 

Vue panoramique de la 
mosquée Suleymanié, ca. 
1890s, albumen print, 21 x 
26.8 cm (81% x 10% in.). 
Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 
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Fig. 4. 
Henri Béchard 
(French, act. late 1800s). 


Thébes, Temple de Ramaseum, 


intérieur de la salle hyp, 

ca. 1870s-80s, albumen 
print, image: 37.5 x 26.6 cm 
(1434 x 10% in.). 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 
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which science possesses only insufficient data. Nor is it rash to say that 
the publication of Maxime Du Camp completes, in brief and comprehen- 
sible fashion, the works of Denon and des Champollion-Figeac, and 
opens a new way of investigation to Orientalists, just as it offers a horizon 
particular to artists’ studies. Art, as much as science, can gain precious 
information from [such photographs]. The intellectual movement 
directed toward the Orient can, from now on, take it as the helping hand 
[vade mecum] of its research, and the most intelligent and the most 
definitive of guides.’° 


In this paragraph, Cormenin underscores the importance of photography not 
just to the project of Orientalism but more broadly to the production of “sci- 
entific” knowledge about non-European societies. As well, the new medium of 
photography, which is viewed as a smart “helping hand,” is valued for its poten- 
tial contribution to arts and sciences. In other words, photographic works such 
as Du Camp’s were appreciated both for completing the research and artistic 
projects of earlier Orientalists and for laying the foundation for new ways to 
explore and represent the Orient and other non-Western societies visually, thus 


perpetuating the Orientalist desire for knowledge and power. 
Preservation 


In the introduction to his collection of Holy Land photographs published in 
1898, Adrien Bonfils, one of the most prolific and distinguished photographers 


in Lebanon, wrote: 


In this century of steam and electricity everything is being transformed... 
even places: already in the ancient Plain of Sharon is heard the whistle of 
the locomotive. ... The moment is probably not far off, when the holy 
Mount of Olives and Tabor will each possess its funicular like Mt Righi 
[outside Lucerne]! Before that happens, before Progress has completed its 
destructive work, before this present—which is still the past—has disap- 
peared forever, we have tried, so to speak, to fix and immobilize it in a 


series of photographic views.’° 


Bonfils’s alarmist claim about the disappearance of the Orient is hardly new, for 
late-nineteenth-century Orientalism, as I have shown elsewhere, is marked by 
a profound sense of belatedness.”’ As early as 1850, Flaubert made a similar plea 
to Gautier that “it is time to hurry. Before very long the Orient will no longer 
exist. We are perhaps the last of its contemplators.”'* Nor is Bonfils’s idea of 
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Fig. 5. 

Wilhelm Hammerschmidt 
(German, act. 1800s). 
Médinet-Gabon, ca. 1869, 
albumen print, 31.8 x 

23.8 cm (121% x 9% in.). 
University of California, 

Los Angeles, Charles E. Young 
Research Library. 
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photography as a means of cultural preservation and rescue a novel claim. More 


than forty years earlier, in his introduction to Egypt and Palestine, Frith wrote, 


I may be allowed to state, as giving additional value to good Photographs of 
eastern antiquities that a change is rapidly passing over many of the most 
interesting: in addition to the corroding tooth of Time, and the ceaseless 
drifting of the remorseless sand, Temples and Tombs are exposed to contin- 
ued plundering—Governors of districts take the huge blocks of stone, and 
the villagers walk off with the available bricks, while travellers of all nations 
break up and carry off, without scruple, the most interesting of the sculp- 


tured friezes and the most beautiful of the architectural ornaments.’? 


From the very beginning of its invention, the camera provided Orientalists 
with a tool to visually “rescue” the remnants of the Orient’s antiquities just as 
they were pillaging the remnants of historical monuments in the Middle East 
(fig. 4). But what is remarkable about Bonfils’s belated remark is the mobili- 
zation of nostalgia to obscure the contradictory functions of Orientalist pho- 
tography as both a means of cultural rescue and an agent of change. While 
Bonfils, like belated travelers, invokes a melancholic discourse of nostalgia in 
response to the expansion of tourist infrastructure and European colonialism, 
he resolves his contradiction as the agent and beneficiary of European tourism 
by engaging in a practice of photographic preservation. The Orientalist image is, 
therefore, an expression of belatedness expressed so commonly by nineteenth- 
century Orientalists as well as an attempt to preserve the exotic by fixing it into 
a photographic icon. Bonfils’s invocation of nostalgia masks the fact that his 
photographs, like those of other resident photographers in the region, were 
produced almost exclusively for European tourists; that is, for the very agents of 
progress that threatened the demise of Oriental reality. As such, the Orientalist 
photograph is a contradictory image, claiming to visually preserve the Orient’s 
glorious past as a means of historical documentation while contributing to its 


disappearance as a tourist souvenir. 
Depopulating the Orient 


In a reading for a magic-lantern show of the Great Pyramid of Egypt in 1897, 
Professor Charles Piazzi Smyth expressed the following common perspective in 
the nineteenth century about the Orientalist photograph: “[T]he ghost-like fig- 
ures of the Arabs might as well have been omitted, for with their black, unpho- 
tograhicable [sic] faces they make very bad ghosts; and besides the modern 
Arabs of Egypt are such ephemeral occupiers of the soil, that they have no right 
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to any place amongst the more ancient monuments of Egypt.’*° The Orientalist 
photograph depopulates the Orient of its inhabitants, for their presences rob 
the image of its quest for visual monumentalism and circumvent the possibility 
of visual appropriation. Unlike Orientalist genre paintings where natural scenes 
and ancient monuments are always peopled with “colorful natives’—think of 
David Roberts's paintings of the ruins of Baalbek in Egypt or Prosper Marilhat’s 
ruins of El Hakem Mosque in Cairo—Orientalist photographs of Egyptian 
antiquity and the Holy Land often depict an empty space unobstructed by the 
presence of indigenous people. Viewed as “bad ghosts” without any photoge- 
nic quality, the indigenous people either are utterly erased from the scene or 
appear occasionally as anonymous physical blotches to provide a sense of scale. 
In contrast to the superabundance of decontextualized, studio-based images of 
people produced by resident photographers in the Middle East, the absence of 
humanity in the Orientalist view photography of Egyptian antiquity and the 
Holy Land at once participates in a form of static monumentalism that under- 
pins Orientalist historiography and enables the possibility of colonial nostalgia. 

Wilhelm Hammerschmidt’s photograph of the Médinet-Gabon provides an 
example of photographic dispeopling (fig. 5). Like most early images of the 
Middle East taken by expeditionary photographers, it presents a close-up of 
an archaeological site in decay. In this typical photograph of Oriental antiquity, 
there are symbolically neither people nor traces of life, only the remains of a 
glorious past. The sole references to humanity are the archaeologized figures 
on the standing walls, whose presence, juxtaposed with the fallen stones and 
crumbling remains, convey static monumentalism; that is, dead magnificence, 
the remnants of a bygone civilization for nostalgic contemplation as much as 
for scientific observation. The absence of indigenous people in the Orientalist 
photograph foregrounds the presence of the viewer as both a yearning subject 
and a discerning savant. Such depopulating iconography is thus productive of a 
colonizing gaze that positions the European viewer as the potentially legitimate 


occupier through a visual erasure of the indigenous population. 


Staging the Orient 


Nothing belies the myth of photographic “naturalness” in the Orientalist image 
more than the staging of what is being represented (fig. 6). The photographer's 
intervention here goes well beyond mere framing, lighting, or focus, for every- 
thing in the image denotes a staged scene: the artificial backdrop, the ever- 
present props, the unnatural gaze of the sitter. The Orientalist photograph in 
this way is an exception to the art of photographic representation, for it is never 
“related to a pure spectatorial consciousness,” as Roland Barthes claimed; rather, 
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it is related “to the more projective, more ‘magical’ consciousness on which 


film by and large depends:””’ Although the Orientalist photograph is born of an 
archaeological urge for documentary evidence and an anthropological desire 
for empirical knowledge, its content ultimately reveals a projected fantasy of 
the Middle East and its people. The image mobilizes a fictional lexicon that 
undermines its documentary aims while the photograph’s reproducible nature 


diminishes its significance as an authentic souvenir of a voyage. 


Excessive Anchorage 


The Orientalist image is marked by excessive textual anchorage. In principle, the 
Orientalist photograph has the potential to be polysemous like any other image, 
but its potential for the “floating chain” of signifieds it carries is undermined by 
the almost ever-presence of the title in the frame and the repetition or transla- 
tion of the title in the album (fig. 7). In this sense, the Orientalist photograph is 
excessively labeled, demonstrating a profound anxiety about the potential for 
the plurality of signifieds in it. Put otherwise, the Orientalist photograph aims 


Fig. 6. 

Bonfils family (French, 
active 1800s—1900s). 
Joueurs de violon bédouin, 
ca. 1880s, albumen print, 
image: 22.2 x 28.5cm 
(834 x 11% in.). 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 
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Fig. 7. 

Sébah & Joaillier 

(Ottoman photography studio, 
1888-ca. 1950). 

Le Pont de Galata, ca. 1890s, 
albumen print, page: 25.7 x 
34 cm (101% x 13% in.); 
image: 21.4 x 26.8cm 

(814 x 10% in.). 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 


Fig. 8. 

J. Pascal Sébah 

(Ottoman, act. late 1800s). 
Dames turques, ca. 1870s, 
albumen prints, page: 34.1 x 
40.1 cm (131% x 15% in.). 
From “Constantinople,” 
album, 1885. 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 
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to name its meaning or content in a monolithic fashion by excessively nam- 
ing what it depicts. The title in the image is not simply a denoted description 
of what is portrayed but an expression of a profound desire to fix the mean- 
ing of the image, to deprive it of any symbolic message or alternative meaning. 
The denotative title empties the image of all connotative signs. The title in the 
Orientalist photograph is therefore never a means of elucidation but rather a 
means of selective interpolation to limit the totality and plurality of the iconic 
message. It has thus a pedantically ideological function: to direct the reader 
to exclude his or her own interpretation. The title chooses the meaning of the 
photograph in advance; it fixes the signified of its iconography in a repres- 
sive fashion that precludes any other viewing but a guided identification. The 
title counters the terror of uncertainty, the possibility of any intrusion by the 
Oriental other into the life of the European viewer. In this way, the Orientalist 
photograph freezes the Oriental other twice: once through an exotic staging 
of his or her reality, and a second time through an ideological labeling of his 


appearance in the image. 


THE ORIENTALIST PHOTOGRAPH 


Harem 


“The first question invariably addressed to every traveler on his return from 
the East; wrote Théophile Gautier, “is: “Well, and the women?’ to which each 
responds by a smile, more or less mysterious and significant, according to this 
degree of fatuity, and the character of its inquirer; but always implying, with 
more or less distinctness, that he has encountered more of romantic adventures 
than he thinks fit to recount to everybody.’”” The Orientalist photograph at 
once perpetuated the eroticization of the Oriental woman and excised the mys- 
tery and curiosity surrounding the topos of the harem. 

No other figure was as frequent a topic in Orientalist photography as 
the Oriental woman. Women of all ethnic and religious types were photo- 
graphed in every possible pose by residential studios throughout the Middle 
East. European tourist albums of Constantinople almost always devoted a 
large section to representations of the dame turque (fig. 8), while the most 
widely collected images by tourists to Algeria and Egypt were those of the 
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Fig. 9. 

Rudolf Lehnert (Austrian, 
1878-1948) and 

Ernst Landrock (German, 
1878-1966). 

Boy with flowers, 1920s, 
colored gelatin print, 30 x 
24.5 cm (11% x 9% in.). 
Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 
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femme arabe. Although these images had their genealogical beginnings in 
Orientalist paintings of the odalisque, photography—especially in the form of 
the carte-de-visite—“democratized” the possibility of possessing the eroticized 
other, making the iconography of the Oriental woman a cultural cliché. The 
increasing availability of such images neither made the pictorial tradition of 
the odalisque obsolete nor did it dampen the desire for the eroticized other. Just 
as photographs of Oriental women provided European painters like William 
Holman Hunt, Jean-Léon Géréme, John Frederick Lewis, and Pierre-Auguste 
Renoir with infinite samples to choose from as their models, the excess of repre- 
sentation protracted the longevity of Oriental eroticism by introducing it to the 
middle class through inexpensive and accessible cartes-de-visite. Photographs 
of Oriental women may have turned the iconography of the harem and its 
female occupants into kitsch, but in doing so, the photographs also naturalized 


the mythology of Oriental eroticism. 
Studium Matters 


A historian of photography ends his essay on the erotic photographs of Rudolf 
Lehnert and Ernst Landrock (fig. 9), proprietors of one of the most prolific 
studios in North Africa during the first two decades of the twentieth century, 
with the following question: “Is the correct paradigm for interpreting this 
kind of work one of politics and power, or one of imagination and inspira- 
tion?””* The question is disingenuously suggestive, at once gesturing toward 
an acknowledgment of how the large archive of erotic images of the Orient 
can be viewed as a record of exploitation, while calling for an appreciative 
reading of such representations. Such commonly expressed ambivalence 
among historians of photography studying European images of the Orient 
reduces the politics of photographic iconography to mere exploitation and 
valorizes their formal concerns to pure aestheticism. And yet, the aesthet- 
ics of the Orientalist photograph is paramount to an understanding of what 
Barthes called the studium; that is, what endows a photograph with such func- 
tions as “to inform, to represent, to surprise, to cause to signify, to provoke 
desire.””* What made the photographs of Lehnert and Landrock so compel- 
ling and desirable as a souvenir among Europeans, especially French soldiers 
and colonial settlers, was precisely their emphasis on form, their deployment 
of classical composition techniques, their self-conscious dramatization of 
Oriental spaces, their attention to lighting, sartorial detail, and composed 
background. The politics of the Orientalist photograph is located neither in 
the message it conveys about the people of the Middle East nor in its depic- 


tion of its sociocultural state, but in the very distance it assumes with regard to 
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these functions through aesthetics. The Orientalist photograph reconfigures 
the relation between subjects and objects, spatiality and temporality in sucha 


way that renders the very division of politics and aesthetics impossible. 
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WHAT’S PHOTOGRAPHY GOT TO DO WITH IT? 


It matters little if Orientalistic [sic] painting begins to run out of wind... 
[p]hotography steps in to take up the slack and reactivates the phantasm at 
its lowest level. 

—Malek Alloula’ 


[Photography] departs from the disciplinarian gaze or the pattern of com- 
municating prerecognized messages. It approximates at least the central 
distinguishing features of action: it includes the aspect of a new beginning 
and its ends are unpredictable. 


2 


—Ariella Azoulay 


“Orientalist photography,’ through the conjunction of these two simple terms, 
seems to propose an argument. The sequence points to its trajectory: first there 
is Orientalism and then there is photography, and if (like Malek Alloula) you 
privilege the phantasm of Orientalism as a set of discursive practices, photog- 
raphy is simply a secondary medium-specific manifestation of that force previ- 
ously expressed in painting and now reactivated in a base form through a new 
technics. Alternatively, we might choose to find in this conjunction a tension 
between an ideology (Orientalism) and a technical practice (photography), 
which, in turn, might point to the possibility of what Ariella Azoulay describes 
as a “new beginning” whose “ends are unpredictable.’ These two adjacent words 
thus stage a contest between paradigms in which theories of power and the 
image must be staked. 

Orientalism in its Saidian manifestation (that is, Edward Said’s Orientalism 
[1978]), in keeping with its Foucauldian inheritance, always subordinated the 
image to power, although Said’s later Culture and Imperialism (1993) did much 
to complicate this relationship. Orientalism, however, stressed the connectiv- 
ity between colonial interest and cultural practice. Pitched in a battle against 
other historiographies deemed to be complicit with colonialism by virtue of 
the alibi they grant colonial knowledge, there is little room here for “disinter- 
est” and disconnection. Although Said gestures to the complex desires that 


underlay Orientalist knowledge production (“a battery of desires, repressions, 
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investments, and projections”), the bulk of his analysis advances a confident 
systematicity—a world of “racial, ideological and imperialist stereotypes” — 
apparently devoid of self-doubt and contradiction.’ 

We should see Said’s Orientalism as a challenge to engagement and superses- 
sion rather than simply, as so often, affirmation or negation. The binary choice 
that usually characterizes the debate around Orientalism can be sidestepped by 
a different analytic strategy that invokes the notions of transculturation, purifi- 
cation, and autonomy. These terms are chosen as potentials of specific moments 
and spaces and reflect a desire to avoid having to be tout court for or against a 


particular paradigmatic approach. 


Transculturation, Purification, and Autonomy 


The term transculturation is derived from its usage by Mary Louise Pratt and 
James Clifford to signify a contact zone characterized by copresence and inter- 
action.* This exchange can flow in both directions (from colonizer to colonized 
and vice versa), as is the case, for instance, with Indians’ enthusiasm for the 
technology of photography. 

Purification takes its character from Bruno Latour’s use of the term. This 
is purification in the sense of titration: the creation of two putatively “entirely 
distinct ontological zones.”* This purification is also characterized by a bidi- 
rectionality: at times it involves a purification toward European idioms (as 
with the prevalence of Palladian or Gothic civic architecture in colonial 
India); at others, purification serves to essentialize Indianness as with cer- 
tain aesthetic styles associated with chromolithography, which derived part 
of their cachet from their rejection of European conventions, or, equally, the 
pan-Asian aesthetic associated with Abanindranath Tagore that “purified” an 
anti-European “Asianness.” However, aspects of visual and material culture 
frequently embody aspects of both the transcultural and the purificatory (as 
with, for instance, the bungalow, which became a central element in exclu- 
sionary enclave settlement patterns; or Gandhian anti-industrialism, which, 
while indebted to John Ruskin and Lockwood Kipling, was mobilized for the 
cause of an essentialized India). 

Autonomy is a provisional and unsatisfactory term intended to mark the lim- 
its of the above terms by recognizing that vast swaths of the visual and material 
culture in colonial contexts stemmed from enduring traditions and developed 
in ways that were not significantly impacted by colonialism. The recognition of 
this domain as largely independent of empire is intended to acknowledge that 
local cultural production was frequently capable of creating its own history free 


from the shadow of colonialism. 
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Photographic exemplars of these three nodes—transculturation, purifica- 
tion, and autonomy—are easy to identify. We might start with purification, for 
this is the space in which we can identify images and practices that are closest 
to the phenomenon Said labeled Orientalism. Under this rubric we might point 
to images that cement the union between power and knowledge: anthropomet- 
ric images of naked Indian bodies, usually underwritten by theories of Aryan 
invasion; ethnographic catalogs such as The People of India (1868-75);° and a 
variety of largely commercially produced images of snake charmers and other 
exotic topoi that located India as a space of religion from which the polity and 
economy had been removed.’ 

Maurice Vidal Portman, the eccentric and cantankerous “Officer in Charge 
of the Andamanese,” would exemplify—in both his photographic practice and 
programmatic writing—the ontological alterity and power/knowledge eli- 
sion that Orientalism names. In 1896, almost two decades after taking his first 
appointment in the Andamans, Portman published a paper, “Photography for 
Anthropologists,” notable for its archaic coloniality. Portman’s language is lit- 
tered with demands for clarity: native bodies must be stark naked, and all “aes- 
thetics” are to be avoided: “For ethnology, accuracy is what is required. Delicate 
lighting and picturesque photography are not wanted; all you have to see to is, 
that the general lighting is correct, and that no awkward placing of weapons 
or limbs hide important objects.”* Similarly, “Do not retouch or add clouds 
&c., to scientific photographs.” This powerful sense of the anxious discipline at 
work in the construction of anthropology’s disciplinarity is further reinforced 
by Portman’s insistence on an austere colonial sensibility. There was a logisti- 
cal and a psychic dimension to this. Logistically, “native servants and savages” 
could be entrusted with the “mere manual work of cleaning,’’® but expensive 
equipment had to be protected: “Lock up all apparatus from savages and oth- 
ers.” Finally, one is struck by Portman’s desire to abstract and extract: bodies 
require dislocation from a context infected with the aesthetic corruption of the 
picturesque. If subjects are not to be photographed against his checkered-flag 
version of the Lamprey grid, “[a] dull grey or drab background, being unob- 
trusive, is the best.” If foliage is the only option, “it should be as much out of 
focus as possible.” If a fire can be arranged, then the “smoke of a damp leaf fire 
makes a good background, and is of use in blotting out foliage, &c., which are 
not required in the photograph.””” 

Photographic exemplifications of transculturation might be approached 
through a consideration of the nature of the profilmic (that is, the nature of 
what is placed in front of the camera)** and what Walter Benjamin termed 
that “tiny spark of contingency” residing in every photographic image by vir- 
tue of the fact that it has been “seared with reality.’’* Consider this in relation 
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to a large albumen print in which five Sudanese males face the camera (fig. 1). 
Made by the commercial photographer Hippolyte Arnoux, it is titled Tiralleurs 
soudanienes (Sudanese sharpshooters or light infantry). The photographer has 
given expression to his “Orientalist” fantasies through the creation of a redoubt 
made from various cork logs and the placement of his sharpshooters in front of 
various studio backdrops. He appears then to have instructed them to perform 
the sort of ferocity that would appeal to the colonial expectations of the day. 
Two of the figures perform enthusiastically but three appear diffident, quizzi- 
cal, and perhaps straightforwardly resistant. The moment of exposure captures 
these “sparks of contingency”: the right-hand figure’s uncertainty, the central 
standing figure’s inquisitiveness at the actions of the photographer, and the 
left-hand figure’s disengagement. The technics of photography (which require 
that live—and possibly noncooperative—bodies are brought before the camera) 
ensures that every “portrait event” will be uncertain. This is an uncertainty with 
which painting does not have to contend. 

The third domain, of autonomy or indifference, gestures toward a space of 
practice that may manifest signs of what Arthur C. Danto calls “surface or per- 
ceptual contiguity” with “Orientalist” practices but that, on further inspection, 
can be shown to reflect quite distinct local traditions and concerns.’* Many 
local Indian courts, for instance, produced images of courtesans and nautch 
(dancing) girls. The photographer Abbas Ali assembled The Beauties of Lucknow 
(1874), a nostalgic eulogy for Wajid Ali Shah’s Lucknow court, illustrated with 
twenty-four photographic portraits of courtesans. This was an attempt to address 
an Indian male audience eager for the scent of a “Lucknow immemorable [sic] for 
the Oriental magnificence of the entertainments.’ Dancing girls and “Oriental 
magnificence” were certainly also mobilized by Europeans in their own 
Orientalist photographic projects, but this does not disqualify such tropes from 
autonomous use in a very different local (in this case, Avadhi) romanticism. 
Figure 2, for instance, is a subtly tinted photograph of a North Indian courte- 
san, probably from Jodhpur in Rajasthan. If this image were incarnated as a 
postcard directed at a European audience (as many comparable images were), 
we might be justified in categorizing it as “purified” and “Orientalist,’ but there 
is no evidence to suggest that this photograph was ever intended to circulate 
beyond a small court circle for whom the courtesan was a key cultural figure. 

We can see a further manifestation of autonomy in the full-body poses that 
rural customers in central India continue to demand of studio proprietors. 
Some of these photographers, as I documented in Camera Indica (1997), pre- 
sent themselves as bearers of artistic aspirations that are continually frustrated 
by their clients’ insistence on the depiction of a whole body, frontally and lit in 


such a manner as to facilitate total clarity.” A joke that circulates among studio 
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Fig. 1. 

Hippolyte Arnoux (French, 
act. 1860s-90s). 
Tiralleurs soudanienes, 
ca. 1870s, albumen print, 
27 x 21.6 cm (10% x 
81% in.). 

Cambridge, University 

of Cambridge, P.57068. 
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Fig. 2. - 
Courtesan, ca. 1890s. 
Albumen print with watercolor, 
15 x 11.5 cm (6 x 4% in.). 
Private collection. 


Fig. 3. 

Suresh Punjabi (Indian, 

b. ca. 1960). 

Bandmaster in Nagda, 
Madhya Pradesh, ca. 1978. 
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proprietors narrates how outraged peasants insist on paying only a quarter or 
half of the photographer's fee because only a quarter or half of the sitter’s body 
has been provided. These present-day images of peasants facing the camera bear 
an optical and perceptual similarity to images produced by colonial practitio- 
ners such as Maurice Vidal Portman in the Andamans, which might provoke us 
to explore the possibility of a historical connection whereby colonial practices 
of typological portraiture leave a trace in popular local practices. This, however, 
would be a quite mistaken conclusion, for there is no evidence of such histori- 
cal continuity, and the full-body pose reflects a distinct local conception of the 
ideal symmetrical, and whole, body. 

In the 1970s and 1980s, when many small-town photographers in central 
India used medium-format cameras (usually Japanese Yashicas), this frequent 
insistence by customers on full-length portraiture led to the generation of 
excessive noise in the margins of the negative. Figure 3 is printed from one of 
thousands of similar negatives exposed by Suhag Studio in Madhya Pradesh in 
the late 1970s. A bandmaster desired a full-length image of himself conduct- 
ing, and to accomplish this, the photographer (Suresh Punjabi) retreated from 
his subject, finding a place, accidentally, for the studio lights and props, which 
appear on either side of the square negative. This dimension of photographic 
contingency (a contingency without parallel in painting) will be returned to at 
the end of this paper. 


In and Out of the Camera 


The section above has explored an alternative to the choice of a simple affir- 
mation or negation of Said’s hypothesis concerning Orientalism. It proposes 
three different ways of engaging his problematic and attempts to provide pho- 
tographic examples that fit the three categories. The second half of this paper 
addresses the question of whether photography is to be understood as simply 
one stage in a succession of media, which would make it as susceptible to the 
ideological demands of Orientalism as the earlier practices of painting and 
lithography, as Alloula has suggested. Conversely, we might also ask a differ- 
ent question: does photography, by virtue of the specificity of its nature as a 
technical practice, demonstrate a resistance to being mobilized on behalf of 
Orientalist interests? What, in other words, has photography got to do with this? 

An alternative approach focuses on what Roland Barthes terms the “distur- 
bance” introduced by photography. What are the consequences of its individu- 
ating screen, the prophetic nature of the profilmic moment, and the egalitarian 
nature of its aesthetics of the same? The rest of this paper examines these ques- 
tions through a study of photography in India during the nineteenth and early 
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Fig. 4. 

Group portrait, ca. 1880s. 
Albumen print, 14.3 x 
19.5 cm (55 x 7% in.). 
Private collection. 


Fig. 5. 

Group portrait (detail), 
ca. 1880s. 

Albumen print, 14.3 x 
19.5 cm (55 x 7% in.). 
Private collection. 
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twentieth centuries in order to arrive at conclusions about the propensities 
of different media. A key element of my argument concerns the manner in 
which photography’s disturbing propensity makes it resistant to certain aspects 
of Orientalization. Note here that resistance does not imply the binary of an 
either/or but instead is a question of intensity or tension. Tension implies affor- 
dance and a limit to tensility, a propensity that is not undermined by exceptions: 
exceptions are not of interest, but the intensity of exceptions certainly is. 

Photography as technical practice continually confronts a set of spatiotem- 
poral constraints. Elsewhere I have engaged the dualistic nature of photogra- 
phy’s networking and individuating propensities.’* Here I will focus briefly only 
on the latter. Photography produced better results with individuals (or, at a 
pinch, couples) than with large collectivities of the sort by which—so one kind 
of historiography would claim—India in the nineteenth century was still largely 
constituted. One does not have to agree with the extremity of anthropologist 
Louis Dumont’s claim that the individual as such did not exist in India to rec- 
ognize that the obvious subject for the photographer in India might have been 
jatis (castes), biradaris (brotherhoods), work groups, or other collective expres- 
sions of social solidarities.’® 

Individuation—the differentiation of the person from wider social solidari- 
ties—was the result of two related dimensions of early photographic practice. 
One reflected the aesthetic force that single bodies (as opposed to multiple bod- 
ies) were able to deposit in the image. The other reflected slow exposure times 
and the difficulty in marshaling collective bodies in front of the camera. This 
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second dimension is explicitly commented on by John Blees in his Photography 


in Hindostan; or, Reminiscences of a Travelling Photographer (1877). He stressed 
the complex preparation that must be made to photograph groups successfully: 
“Make it a rule to inquire the day before of how many the group will be com- 
posed. Trace an outline in your mind, and try to realize your plan the next day 
on the negative.” Very large groups pose further problems: “When there are 
as many as 30 or 40 to be portrayed on a 10 x 8 or 12 x 10 plate, a fancy design 
must be abandoned. Here the difficulty encounters you of getting the lens to 
see them all at the same time.” And then, of course, there is the problem of 
movement in large groups: “Some people will move notwithstanding their best 
endeavor to the contrary.... Always seat as many as you conveniently can.””° 
That the photography of large groups continued to be a problem in Indian 
studios throughout the nineteenth century is perhaps suggested by an albumen 
print from the 1880s depicting fifteen adults as well as eight infants and young 


children from western India (figs. 4, 5). Visual clues suggest that this was a 
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single joint household comprising a father (seated at second left), his sons, their 
wives, and his grandchildren. The twenty-three figures are arranged three deep 
with women standing at the back, men seated in the middle, and children either 
held by these men or seated on low stools at the front. In the background a 
standard studio backdrop is evident with elaborate drapes framing leaded win- 
dows. There is much here to indicate that the photographer has confronted the 
issues highlighted by Blees. The composition of the group (structured as it is by 
gender and age) suggests careful forethought, and the photographer has clearly 
seated all those he conveniently could. But notwithstanding these endeavors, 
some people have “moved.” Many faces are clearly fixed but others are caught in 
motion, their blurred visages pushing at the limits of readability. 

Blees’s text went on to demonstrate that what he terms “the picture of a 
gentleman” is what we might term the default setting of nineteenth-century 
photographic apparatus. Suppose “that a bust of a gentleman is to be taken,” he 
suggests. In such a case, all that is needed is a posing chair and a headrest in 
which the sitter is positioned. The photographer then focuses and the sitter is 
told that “he may...do whatever he pleases, whilst you are preparing the sensi- 
tized plate—he may even get up and walk about.””* 

Here is the photographic apparatus in what we might think of as its pure 
and normative form: all that is needed is the presence of a sitter, whom we 
should assume is solitary, and male. In some images we can literally see how 
backdrops demarcated this solitary space and how larger ensembles exceed and 
disrupt it. One consequence of this individuating propensity was its prophetic 
advancement of persons abstracted from the social solidarities in which they 
were previously absorbed (a theme to which we shall shortly return). But it also 
directs our attention to another consequence of the nature of the profilmic: 
the logistics of marshaling real bodies in a lived time and space produced a 
resistance to allegory. Allegorical impulses may well have motivated photogra- 
phers but they were always subordinated by the exigencies of other demands 
(“a fancy design must be abandoned”). Each photograph is, as Samuel Bourne 
would say of his famous image of the Manirung Pass (the highest-altitude photo- 
graph of its day), “a memento of the circumstances under which it was taken.””* In 
“Ten Weeks with a Camera in the Himalayas,’ published in February 1864, Bourne 
cited approvingly Harriet Martineau’s discussion of the difference between the 
idealist and empiricist painter: “it is one thing to lie in bed till noon in a ‘sim- 
mering’ state of thought, or gazing at visionary scenes, and another to be abroad 
at daybreak, studying the earth and sky....It is one thing to represent historical 
tragedy in painting...and quite another to go to the actual scene...in suffering 
and privation, with labour and anxiety under an eastern sun.”** Of course, some 


photographers (perhaps here Henry Peach Robinson is exemplary) strove to turn 
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photography into a kind of allegorical painting, but they are an exception, the 
low intensity of which supports a view that photography’s propensity pointed in 
a different direction. 

Prophecy is also an effect of the profilmic. Photography ratcheted up the 
general positivity of the visual, because every photograph was indisputably a 
document of an event, an event that could not be denied—recall, for example, 
Rudolf Wittkower’s argument about the visual’s tendency to solidify presences 
and claims that in their linguistic form are always more uncertain.”* In photog- 
raphy, as Roland Barthes observed, “I can never deny that the thing has been 
there.”?° The event—which Barthes also refers to as photography’s “sovereign 
Contingency”—is marked by the particularity and specificity of what Barthes 
called the “body” (corps), whose singularity he contrasted with the generality of 
the “corpus.””’ The camera records what is placed in front of it and on its own 
is incapable of making distinctions between the relationship of its visual trace 
to psychic, social, or historical normativity. It never knows and can never judge 
whether what it records is “typical,” “normal, or “true” 

The city of Amritsar became a central site of political struggle after the 
Jallianwalla Bagh massacre in 1919. Photography's “civil contract” was mobilized 
a few days later when the Bombay-based photographer Narayan Vinayak Virkar 
traveled to the site of the massacre and photographed the aftermath. In a series 
of haunting images, survivors point to bullet holes in a wall against which many 
protesters had died. Two images similar to these were subsequently published 
in the Indian National Congress's Punjab Inquiry report in 1920, one with the 
caption “Western walls in Jalleanwala [sic] Bagh showing holes caused by bullets 
even six inches deep.””* Other photographs showing survivors’ injuries were a 
prominent feature of the report. An image of a seated young boy whose left arm 
has been amputated near the shoulder is captioned “Sardari Lala of Gujrunwala 
wounded in arm by bomb from aeroplane.” The 1920 report also reproduced 
a series of images of public flogging at Gujrunwala that had preceded the mas- 
sacre and that had been featured in Amritsar and Our Duty to India, published 
in London by the recently deported newspaper editor B.G. Horniman in the 
same year. Horniman opened his account with a reference to the “Congo atroci- 
ties” with which the Amritsar images may well have resonated in British public 
conscience, not least as a result of Arthur Conan Doyle’s championing of E. D. 
Morel’s and Roger Casement’s campaign in The Crime of the Congo (1909).*° 
Horniman then notes that “floggings took place in public, and photographic 
records of these disgusting incidents are in existence, showing that the victims 
were stripped naked to the knees, and tied to telegraph poles or triangles.”** 

In 1922 an American cinematographer named A. L. Varges documented a 
clash between Sikh Akalis and the Indian police.” An official report described 
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how Varges had photographed an Akali protest procession en route for the 
Guru-ka-Bagh. Four waves of protesters attempted to access a disputed piece of 
land and were beaten back by lathi-wielding police, all of this being filmed and 
photographed by Varges. “Eventually 23 of the Akalis were taken off on stretch- 
ers, the remaining two, who were more obstinate, were treated more roughly by 
the Police... meanwhile the cinematograph operator and other photographers 
and Press representatives were all busy,” an official report noted.** The governor 
in council proclaimed that he did “not feel happy about the activities of the cin- 
ema operator and the possible ill-effect of these films in fostering anti-British 
feeling in the United States” and then instructed the Home Department to 
ascertain whether there was any way to stop Varges from shooting more film, to 
identify his whereabouts, and to make clear to him the necessity of “exercis[ing] 
caution that none are exhibited which are likely to cause misunderstanding.”** 

In Varges’s images—these scratched, panicked slices of reality—we see evi- 
dence of photography’s indiscriminate capture that (as Friedrich Kittler noted) 

“shifted the boundaries that distinguished ...random visual data from meaning- 

ful picture sequences, unconscious and unintentional inscriptions from their 
conscious and intentional counterparts.”** It is clear here that a profound anxi- 
ety is at large, an anxiety marking the deep and destabilizing realization that 
the control of photography as a technical practice had now slipped from the 
hand of the state. Photography’s “penetrating certainty,’ which earlier colonial 
figures had extolled, had been desirable to the extent that it was a certainty the 
state could own. 

Having failed to prevent the Guru-ka-Bagh images being taken, and then hav- 
ing failed to prevent the images from leaving the country, various anxious middle- 
ranking officials looked to the caption as a final redemptive strategy. Writing a 
desperate prefiguration of Walter Benjamin’s declaration in the 1930s that in the 
future, “inscription [will become] the most important part of the photograph” (as 
Benjamin put it),** Rushbrook Williams noted that “it is [crucial] that the captions 
employed, which are so important from the propaganda point of view, are deployed 
in the most moderate terms.”*” 

The evidential potential of photography is even more explicitly foregrounded 
in the Indian National Congress report of the Peshawar Enquiry Committee of 
1930. The report focused on events of 22 and 23 April 1930, when, following 
the arrest of nine activists (associated with Khan Abdul Ghaffar Khan, the so- 
called Frontier Gandhi), a crowd attacked three armored vehicles, resulting in 
a police firing in which about twenty protesters were killed.** Photographs were 
used in the Congress investigation to determine whether the crowd had been 
peaceful and unarmed, and whether “in the situation that had arisen... firing 


by armoured cars and troops was justified” 
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The report reproduced several photographs as “exhibits,” and concluded that 
“a very strong proof of the crowd being unarmed” was to be found in the fact 

of two platoons initially refusing to fire on the crowd and the “equally striking 
proof” provided by the photographs “showing the unarmed crowd facing the 
armoured cars.”*? Some witness testimony also mobilized the photographs as 
support of their own eyewitnessing. Witness no. 62 testified that “the state of 
things at the place of occurrence was the same as appearing in the photographs. 
People who appear as standing in the photographs had nothing with them; 
sticks, axes, or any weapons in their hands.”*° Similarly, Hakim Abdul Jalil, wit- 
ness no. 55, recorded that “the state of affairs presented in the two photographs 
is exactly as I saw on the spot.... This is a correct and precisely accurate photo- 
graph of the spot....In the photos none of the crowd appears to possess a stick, 
a lathi or an axe and in fact they did not have any such weapons.”*? 

The exhibits, compiled over fifty pages at the end of the report, mix procla- 
mations with Congress bulletins, and lists of the dead and wounded with pho- 
tographs that document and preserve protest and suffering as shared public 
and contractual dimensions of what Azoulay terms “photographic citizenry.” 
Exhibit T reproduces a photograph showing the “unarmed crowd face to face 
with the military” before the second firing (fig. 6). Exhibit W is a “List of the 
Martyrs and wounded of Peshawar who on 23rd of April 1930, became the vic- 
tims of the bullets, the machine-guns and atrocities of the tyrannical Bolton 
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Fig. 6. 

“Exhibit T: Scene showing 
unarmed crowd face to face 
with the military at Dhaki 
Nalbundi in Kissa Khani Bazar 
(now known as Shahidi Bazar) 
before the second firing.” 
From V.J. Patel et al., Report 
(with Evidence) of the 
Peshawar Enquiry Committee 
Appointed by the Working 
Committee of the Indian 
National Congress (Allahabad: 
Allahabad Law Journal, 
1930), n.p. 


Scene showing unarmed crowd face to face with the military at Dhaki Nalbundi in Kissa Khani 
Bazar (now known as Shahidi Bazar) before the second firing. (Vide witnesses Nos. 55 and 62) 
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Fig. 7. 

“Exhibit X: Chamanlal shot 
dead while following the 
funeral procession of S. Gunga 
Singh’s children on 31st May 
1930.” 

From V.J. Patel et al., Report 
(with Evidence) of the 
Peshawar Enquiry Committee 
Appointed by the Working 
Committee of the Indian 
National Congress (Allahabad: 
Allahabad Law Journal, 
1930), n.p. 
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regime.” Exhibit X shows a group of mourners crowding around the body 
of “Chamanlal shot dead while following the funeral procession of S. Gunga 
Singh’s children” (fig. 7). At the edges of the frame, faces squeeze into the col- 
laborative space of photography. If the frame declares the limits of the camera's 
“room, the desire to be “in camera” becomes—under the terms of this new 
technics—an explicit declaration of photography’s shared and public space, its 
ex camera. The in camera of legal exclusion and occlusion within photography 
becomes the guarantee of visibility. The bodies that strain to be photographed 
inside the camera understand that this is the precondition for visibility outside. 

This last image recalls Pierre-Louis Pierson’s Napoleon II and the Prince 
Imperial from about 1859 that serves, for Ariella Azoulay, as something akin to 
the “primal scene” of photography’s collaborative and ethically incorporative 
idiom (fig. 8). The photograph felicitously prefigures the portrait of the band- 
master by Suresh Punjabi (see fig. 3) in its bringing to visibility the “noise”*” 
of the studio environment, in this case the borders of the background against 
which the horse-mounted imperial prince is posed and the figures of Napoleon 
III seen on the right (together with a dog) and an assistant on the left. For 
Azoulay this image, which so remarkably foregrounds the “ritual of photogra- 
phy... itself?*? illustrates the manner in which “photography’s form of political 
relations are not organized around a sovereign power.”** Azoulay’s argument 
foregrounds the nature of photography as the trace of an event, as an index, but 
also a performance: Napoleon wanted a photograph of his son and “in order to 
obtain it, his son had to go to the photographer’s studio” —so his father accom- 
panied him and put in place the contingencies of this particular “photographic 
situation” with its attendant “dynamic field of power relations.’** This dynamic 
field involves a complex and paradoxical set of relationships between the sit- 
ter, the photographer, the sovereign, and the assistant. The child is perhaps the 
most obviously subordinate and “yet he is the center of the event.” Inversely, 
the sovereign’s image is “pilfered” by a camera, which is unable to simply reflect 
the intentionality of the photographer because “the photograph escapes the 
authority of anyone who might claim to be its author, refuting anyone’s claim 
to sovereignty.’*° Something is happening here photographically, which would 
not, and does not, occur in other media that lack the index and the event. The 
painter who lies “simmering” in bed, to recall Samuel Bourne, never has to 
engage this contractual space. 

I started this paper with a critique of the assumption (evident in Alloula) that 
photography is merely a “screen” onto which more powerful primary ideologies 
(such as Orientalism) are projected. The materials presented in the second half of 
this paper provide, I hope, the basis for a critique of the Foucauldian version of this 
thesis. Most influentially advanced by John Tagg, this proposed that “photography 
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Exhibit X 


Chamanlal shot dead while following the funeral procession 
of S. Gunga Singh’s children on 31st May 1930. (Vide 
Nikkaram, Chaman Lal’s father, witness No. 66) 
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as such has no identity... its history has no unity. It is a flickering across a field of 
institutional spaces. It is this field we must study, not photography as such.”*” This 
vision of photography as an epiphenomenal reflection of discourse and power 
could hardly be less appropriate to the history I have telegraphed here. The 
logic (or, perhaps better, propensity) that I have been describing is not the logic 
of the state. Tagg focused on photographic practices that demonstrated “not 
the power of the camera, but the power of apparatuses of the local state which 
deploy it and guarantee the authority of the images it constructs to stand as 
evidence or register a truth.”’** The examples from Amritsar and Peshawar are 
difficult to reconcile with such a stance, pointing instead to the camera’s role in 
constructing a photographic citizenry. Indian anticolonial nationalists became 
citizens of photography just as Azoulay argues that Palestinians became part 
of the “citizenry of photography long before there was any possibility of their 
becoming citizens in the ordinary meaning of the word?” 

The Amritsar and Peshawar images illuminate another aspect of pho- 
tography’s “disturbance”: the extent to which, in certain circumstances, it is 
“feared by power.”*° These photographs support, with considerable force, Stephen 
Eisenman’s Bhabhaesque conclusion that “rather than buttressing repressive 
regimes,’ visual representations “may actually undermine their ideological legiti- 
macy, or at least offer potential paths for future cultural and political resistance:’** 
I have tried to argue that to view photography as a mere “reactivator” of the 
Orientalist phantasm is too simplistic. Indeed, of all visual techniques it is perhaps 
the most resistant to the ontological and epistemological distinctions upon which, 
as Said argued, Orientalism rests. 
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Fig. 8. 

Pierre-Louis Pierson 
(French, 1822-1913). 
Napoleon III and the 
Prince Imperial, ca. 1859, 
albumen print, 21 x 16 cm 
(81% x 6% in.). 

Los Angeles, J. Paul 

Getty Museum. 
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THE LIMITS OF CIRCUMSCRIPTION 


Most of the photographs taken [by European photographers] for sale in 
Europe vilify and mock Our Well-Protected Domains. It is imperative that 
the photographs to be taken in this instance do not insult Islamic peoples 
by showing them in a vulgar and demeaning light.’ 


This directive, issued in 1892 by Sultan Abdilhamid I, eschews the demean- 
ing stereotypes of European Orientalist photography, circumscribing a distinct 
Ottoman engagement with the medium. The result of the sultan’s directive 
was the immense, multivolumed representation of the modernizing Ottoman 
Islamic state that was gifted to the Library of Congress in 1893. As Selim Deringil 
has noted, this and other interventions by the sultan and his diplomatic repre- 
sentatives in Chicago at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition constituted 
an Ottoman critique of Orientalist representation.” In recent years, the analy- 
sis of photography by practitioners and patrons from the Middle East region 
has challenged how Orientalist photography is defined, with the emergence of 
the terms Ottoman, Persian, and Ottoman-Egyptian—among other alternative 
nomenclature—for these regional subcategories of nineteenth-century photog- 
raphy. In this context, the Abdiilhamid II albums, dubbed an “imperial self- 
portrait,” have been central to creating a definition of Ottoman photography.’ 
Despite this proliferation of subcategories, the distinctions between them and 

Orientalist photography remain disputed and unstable.‘ There is, for example, no 
securely identifiable canon of works or practitioners, even though the work of 
some photographers more clearly inhabits the category of Ottoman rather than 
Orientalist photography. The Istanbul-based Ottoman- Armenian firm Abdullah 
Freres was appointed as the official Ottoman court photographer in 1863 and 
produced many photographs of the sultan and Ottoman elites while also creat- 
ing exotic images that catered to the sensibilities of the European tourist trade. 
Some photographs within their oeuvre more securely inhabit one category over 
another—a generalized photograph of an “odalisque” by Abdullah Fréres rep- 
resents European Orientalist exoticism, whereas the honorific portraits of the 
Ottoman royal princesses and other members of the royal household, produced 
by the same studio, are designated as Ottoman photography. Moreover, there 
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Fig. 1. 

Abdullah Fréres (Ottoman 
photography and painting 
studio, 1858-99). 

Sultan Abdulaziz, 1863, 
albumen print, 20.3 x 16 cm 
(8 x 6% in.). 

Istanbul, Omer M. Kog 
collection. 
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are subsets of photographs that dwell in both categories. One has only to glance 
through books published under these two labels to see that as bodies of works, 
Ottoman and Orientalist photographs are by no means mutually exclusive. These 
had, and have, morphing boundaries, creating a compelling reason for locating 
such photographs within their precise historical contexts in order to map their 
movement between categories and trace the processes of boundary formation. 
In this essay, I approach this issue through a case study of Sultan Abdiilaziz’s 

use of photographic portraiture as a tool of Ottoman statecraft in the 1860s. 
Abdiilaziz was the first of the Ottoman sultans to embrace the medium for this 
purpose. His successor, Sultan Abdiilhamid II, was notoriously reluctant to sit 
for his own portrait, but during Abdiilaziz’s reign (1861-76) the sultan’s por- 
traits were germane to the creation and dissemination of the empire’s image 
both at home and abroad. Focusing on these portraits situates us clearly within 
the category of Ottoman photography, perhaps in its heartland. The construc- 
tion of a modern identity of the Ottoman ruler and the state was at stake in the 
production and reception of the portraits, as was a historiography of the empire. 
Their formation and reception was, however, also imbricated within the field of 
Orientalist photography. Here, I investigate the ways in which the invention of 
the Ottoman regal photographic portrait, its aesthetics and politics, was formed 
and re-formed throughout the 1860s by alternating processes of circumscrip- 
tion and negotiation. Doing so reveals processes by which particular definitions 
of Ottoman photography (whether implicitly or explicitly) were fashioned both 


in the nineteenth century and more recently. 
Affiliation 


Two international exhibitions in the 1860s, the Ottoman General Exposition of 
1863 and the Exposition Universelle of 1867, were key occasions for the promo- 
tion of the sultan and his empire through photography. The Abdullah Fréres 
studio was commissioned for both events. Scant records remain of the photo- 
graphs at the first exhibit, held in Istanbul in 1863, but there is sufficient docu- 
mentation related to the Ottoman photographic display at the Paris exposition 
of 1867 to give us a sense of how this image of empire was staged.° The contem- 
porary account by Salahéddin Bey attests to the centrality of Sultan Abdiilaziz’s 
photographic and painted portraits in the Ottoman displays. For Abdilaziz, 
royal portraiture formed a hinge between the long-standing tradition of rep- 
resenting the Ottoman sultans in painting and his embrace of the modern 
medium of photography.® 

The photograph of Abdiilaziz (fig. 1) was hung among a carefully chosen 


grouping of eminent Ottoman and French political and religious figures, as 
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Fig. 2. 

Joseph-Philibert Girault de 
Prangey (French, 1804-92). 
Alay Késkii (kiosk of 


processions), Constantinople, 


1843, daguerreotype, with 
frame: 9.5 x 8.1 cm 

(35/4 x 31% in.). 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 
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well as key players in the sphere of Ottoman economy and finance. Members 
of the European diplomatic community were represented, including the 
Belgian consul and the Marquis de Moustier, the French foreign minister and 
former ambassador to the Sublime Porte. The photographic installation coin- 
cided with the sultan’s state visit to the Paris exposition as the invited guest of 
Napoleon III—the first-ever visit of an Ottoman sovereign to Europe. These 
photographs, together, were a visual assertion of the ideals of affiliation and 
alliance that the sultan was seeking to bolster as part of this important trip. The 
sultan himself articulated the diplomatic objectives for his journey in a speech 
he delivered in London, where he asserted that the aim was “to establish, not 
only among my own subjects, but between my people and the other nations of 
Europe, that feeling of brotherhood which is the foundation of human prog- 
ress and the glory of our age.” Despite the mismatch between this diplomatic 
rhetoric and the realities of the political tensions and economic inequalities 
between the Ottoman Empire and the most powerful European states during 
this period, both the oratory and the visual statements delivered a clear message 
about the Ottoman Empire’s claim to an equal standing among the community 
of European nations.® 

Portraiture was not the only genre brought into service in the Ottoman pho- 
tographic display in Paris in 1867. A range of photographs of costumed figures 
demonstrated the empire’s diversity, while cityscapes showcased the architec- 
tural splendors of its capital. Two of the four panoramas were taken from the 
Serasker (Beyazit) Tower. Radiating out from the Ottoman military headquar- 
ters, these panoramas encompass the famous monuments of the old city in the 
midground, including the Hagia Sophia and the great royal mosques, and look 
in the distance toward Galata and across to the Asian shore. This was a sym- 
bolic vantage point of Ottoman power. Indeed, deliberate and careful choices 
were made in the photographic staging of the Ottoman Empire in Paris in 1867: 
everything pivoted around the image of the sultan. Here was photography, 
Ottoman photography, used to delineate an image of empire. 

Iam struck by the parallel between the logic of this 1867 installation and the 
structure of Bahattin Oztuncay’s landmark Ottoman photography survey book 
published in 2003.’ In a surprising echo of the Ottoman approach to photogra- 
phy in 1867, the sultan’s portrait is the first and framing image in Oztuncay’s sec- 
ond volume of illustrations, titled The Album, and the panorama section in this 
same volume commences with one taken from the Serasker Tower. Additionally, 
some of the many familiar Orientalist “types” are included in the section titled 

“Costumes, Professions and Street-Sellers” and are framed in Oztuncay’s intro- 
ductory paragraph in terms that assert the authenticity of the costumes and 


their importance as contemporary “documentary evidence.”’® Such a gesture 
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Fig. 3. 

David Wilkie (Scottish, 
1785-1841). 

Abd-ul-Mejid, Sultan of Turkey, 
1840, oil on panel, 80.7 x 
58.4 cm (31% x 23 in.). 
United Kingdom, The Royal 
Collection. 
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self-consciously repositions what have elsewhere been designated as Orientalist 
photographs within an Ottoman history of photography. In Oztuncay’s text, the 
import of photography into the Ottoman capital is noted as historically coter- 
minous with the sultan’s patronage of portrait painting and the court’s ongoing 
role as “an important driving force of the visual arts in the empire.”"* 
Oztuncay’s approach to Ottoman photography forms a historiographic 
counterpoint to recent surveys of Orientalist photography. Portraits of the 
sultans authorize Ottoman photographic history but have no such role within 
the corpus of Orientalist imagery created by histories of the subject. This lat- 
ter approach is exemplified by Ken Jacobson’s book Odalisques and Arabesques 
(2007): palace architecture rather than modern regal portraiture signifies the 
Ottoman sultanate, as seen in the inclusion of rare photographs of the Topkapi 
Palace interior and an early daguerreotype of the palace’s Alay Késkii (kiosk of 
processions), all of which inscribe an exotic and traditional image of the sultans 
(fig. 2).’* The ruler’s vantage point onto public ceremonies through the exterior 
wall of the Topkap: Palace that we see in this daguerreotype continued to fasci- 
nate European travelers (despite the fact that this was no longer the main royal 
residence by the mid-nineteenth century) because it appealed to the imagina- 
tion by invoking the sultan’s intriguing and powerful position of seeing without 
being seen.’* In Jacobson’s book, architecture as panoptic screen operates as a 


provocation to desire in a contemporary legacy of the Orientalist impulse. 
Proliferation 


The pathway to the production of the first Ottoman royal photographic portrait 
was fraught. Initial sittings for photographs produced by local French photog- 
rapher Jules Derain produced unsatisfactory results that were interdicted by 
Sultan Abdiilaziz. After this, the Abdullah Fréres studio was engaged.'* From 
his first portrait sitting onward, Sultan Abdiilaziz circumscribed what consti- 
tuted an Ottoman royal photographic portrait and in doing so drew on icono- 
graphic and symbolic precedents. The dignified informality of the pose in the 
Abdullah Fréres photograph, I would argue, has a precedent in David Wilkie’s 
portrait of the sultan’s immediate predecessor, Sultan Abdiilmecid, who had 
also been actively involved in negotiating the precise details of his representa- 
tion (fig. 3).’° The similarities between this painting and the photographic por- 
trait are evident in the European furnishings, full dress uniform, indirect gaze, 
and, particularly, the relatively informal seated pose each sultan has adopted. 
The choice to wear two orders embeds Sultan Abdiilaziz’s portrait photo- 
graph within a nuanced codification of Ottoman imperial ideology. The lower 
breast badge was created at the behest of Sultan Abdiilmecid. This eponymous 
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Fig. 4. 

Abdullah Fréres (Ottoman 
photography and painting 
studio, 1858-99). 

Sultan Abdtilaziz, ca. 1869, 
carte-de-visite, 10.6 x 6.2 cm 
(41% x 2'% in.). 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 
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order, the Mecidi, has in its center the sultan’s tugra (calligraphic monogram) 
surrounded by the Ottoman inscription “Patriotism, zeal, loyalty-’'® The breast 
badge above it, recently introduced by Sultan Abdiilaziz himself, was named 
the OsmAni, in a dual reference to the Ottoman state and its founder, Osman I. 
With this order, Abdiilaziz emphasizes his role as caliph, or religious leader, 
through the color green and the inscription in Arabic that reads “Abdiilaziz 
Khan, Sovereign of the Ottoman state, who relies on Divine Guidance.””’ This 
was, as Edhem Eldem argues, “a statement of ‘Imperial Ottomanism; with a 
heavily pronounced Islamic dimension, as if to counter the more liberal and 
secularizing tendencies of the preceding reign.”’* Abdiilaziz’s profile portrait 
was also an integral part of this internationally focused numismatic state sym- 
bolism. His profile shot, initially created as a template for the medal that cele- 
brated the sultan’s visit to London in 1867, was also released as a carte-de-visite 
(fig. 4) and subsequently used for a cameo that is now in the Topkapi Palace col- 
lection.” The profile format is a historicizing gesture that recalls the coins and 
cameo portraits of the ancient Greeks and Romans as well as earlier Ottoman 
precedents. All of this attests to the enmeshing of the sultan’s photographic 
portraits within a complex cross-media visual field and an elaborate system of 
Ottoman statecraft that operates in a historicizing mode. 

Although I am arguing for a connection between the long-standing tradi- 
tion of the sultan’s painted portraits and those photographs that he approved as 
royal portraits, the photographs are profoundly unlike paintings because of the 
particular contingencies of the photographic process. The time that it took to sit 
for a photographic portrait was unlike a sitting for a painter. The painted portrait 
is accrued in parts, often over multiple sittings, and can be subject to protracted 
choices and modifications by both sitter and painter as the process is unfolding. 
This is particularly true when that sitter is a royal patron with a canny sense of 
the visual arts and a willingness to intervene in the painter’s work, as Abdiilaziz 
was. Himself a painter, Abdiilaziz directly intervened in the sketches for the 
battle scenes he commissioned from his palace painter Stanislaw Chlebowski. 
The sultan’s assured markings in red ink over the Polish artist's preliminary pen- 
cil sketches (evident, for example, in fig. 5) indicate that he was instructing the 
painter to create a more energetic, dramatic representation of armed combat by 
accelerating the forward thrust of the central Ottoman figures on horseback and 
through an increased massing of combatants on the ground to the right. Given 
this level of minute intervention, it seems reasonable to presume that Abdiilaziz 
was similarly interventionist in his photographic portrait sittings. However, 
the moment in front of the camera was one of uncertainty; it was impossible 
to predict whether the result would constitute an imperial portrait. Therefore, 
numerous shots were taken—always more photographs than were selected and 
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Fig. 5. designated as the official portraits. In producing the imperial image photographi- 


Stanistaw Chlebowski 
(Polish, 1835-84) 

and Sultan Abdiilaziz 
(Ottoman, 1830-76). 
Charge of the Turkish Cavalry, 
ca. 1864-72, pencil, ink, 
and paper, 23 x 34.3 cm 
(9% x 13% in.). 

From the Czaykowska album, 
n.d., 14. 

Krakow, National Museum 

in Krakow. 


Fig. 6. 

Abdullah Fréres (Ottoman 
photography and painting 
studio, 1858-99). 
Cartes-de-visite from the 
Young album, n.d., each 
carte: approx. 9.7 x 6.3. cm 
(3% x 2% in.). 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 


cally, there was an excess. The sultan’s photographic portraits were often aug- 
mented through processes of circumscription, supplementation, and framing. 
Even when the designated official photographic portraits were used as models 
for some of the sultan’s painted portraits, there are numerous small corrections 
to the indexical contingencies registered in the photographs. The photographic 
medium offered an unparalleled opportunity for the dissemination of the sul- 


tan’s image, yet this proliferation brought with it challenges for containment. 
Riposte 


When Sultan Abdiilaziz commissioned and circulated his photograph in 
1863, portraits of the dynasty’s earlier rulers had already been photographed 
and widely disseminated (fig. 6). On 18 December 1862, in the local Ottoman 
newspaper Terciiman-1 Ahval, Abdullah Fréres advertised the sale of cartes- 
de-visite of the Ottoman dynasty, which were available for purchase for five 
piastres each.*° Here was a new form of dissemination of an earlier represen- 
tation of the sultanate; furthermore, it was a contested historiography of the 
empire that had already been subject to a series of cross-cultural appropriations 


and reappropriations. 
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Fig. 7. 

John Young (British, 
1755-1825). 

Sultan Selim Khan IIlme Vingt 
Huitieme Empereur Othoman, 
1815, hand-colored mezzotint. 
From John Young, A Series of 
Portraits of the Emperors of 
Turkey, from the Foundation 
of the Monarchy to the Year 
1808: Engraved from Pictures 
Painted at Constantinople by 
Command of Sultan Selim 

the Third, with a Biographical 
Account of Each of the 
Emperors (London: printed by 
W. Bulmer, 1815), pl. 29. 
New Haven, Yale Center 

for British Art, Paul Mellon 
collection. 
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These are photographs of mezzotints made from gouache portraits that were 
derived in part from eighteenth-century miniature portraits of the sultans.” 
Abdiilaziz’s photographic portrait was included alongside this dynastic lineage 
within the Abdullah Freres catalog, disrupting any secure distinction between 
painted, printed, and photographic portraits of the sultans while simultane- 
ously situating Abdiilaziz’s photographic portrait within a visual history of the 
Ottoman Empire. The history of the print album from which these photographs 
were taken is needed in order to understand the cartes-de-visite in terms of 
Ottoman historiographic reappropriation. 

The photographs come from an album of mezzotint portraits published in 
1815 that is known today as the Young album.” In 1862, when the photographs 
were released, multiple versions of this album were held in the Topkap1 Palace 
archive, but they had been for sale in London in a modified form since 1815. 
Their release as cartes-de-visite ensured their broader dissemination to local 
and foreign audiences. The prints made in London by John Young under com- 
mission from the reigning Sultan Selim III were based on the gouache portraits 
of the Ottoman-Greek artist Konstantin Kapidagli sent from the Topkapi Palace 
in 1807. Young’s work on this project was highly circumscribed by the sultan, 
with the requirement that all prints and engraved plates be given to his agent 
and that “the pictures were, on no account, to be exhibited publicly or pri- 
vately:?* The album was intended for presentation to Ottoman statesmen and 
European ambassadors and monarchs. As such, it was part of Selim III’s broader 
initiative to open up the channels of communication with Europe and end the 
long-standing policy of isolationism that until the late eighteenth century had 
characterized the Ottoman approach to foreign policy.“ 

This was a diplomatic gift with a message. A historical narrative of the 
Ottoman Empire is presented through the vignettes under each portrait, which 
signal the prestige of the respective sultans via symbolic reference to their 
achievements, either great military victories or contributions to public life. In the 
first, and largest, segment of this portrait series, the vignettes represent the con- 
solidation of the Ottoman Empire due to military triumphs during the empire's 
expansionary stage; the major territorial gains are represented in the vignettes 
of their respective sultans (the vignette accompanying Sultan Mehmed II’s por- 
trait, for example, represents the conquest of Istanbul in 1453). The last three 
portraits shift away from this emphasis on territorial acquisition, presenting 
instead the military reform agendas of these three sultans. The reforms are sym- 
bolized in reigning Sultan Selim III's vignette, which shows a row of the sultan’s 
New Order troops in their new European-style uniforms and a parallel row of 
naval vessels docked near the recently renovated naval arsenal in Istanbul—the 


linchpins of Selim IIT’s controversial military reform strategy (fig. 7). The three 
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portraits of the reigning sultan and his immediate predecessors signify a sus- 
tained period of innovation and the sultans’ responsiveness to the challenges 
facing the Ottoman Empire in this later period. The portraits that precede them 
locate this challenge in relation to a glorious Ottoman past.”° 

Ottoman alliances, primarily those with Britain and France, shifted dra- 
matically over the course of the nineteenth century as the balance of power 
was renegotiated. Key to such alliances was a shared interest in maintaining 
the Ottoman Empire, albeit prompted by very different motivations. With its 
emphasis on negotiation, diplomacy is also an important model for the role of 
Ottoman visual culture in this context. Operating within the gift culture of dip- 
lomatic relations, the sultans’ portraits became tools in what Richard Sennett 
refers to as the “soft power” of international diplomacy.”® 

The regular shuttling of portrait gifts between the Ottoman Empire and 
Europe in this era of diplomacy, I would argue, was part of the aforemen- 
tioned process of response and counterresponse, achievement and setback. 
The assumed mutual ground was the language of honorific portraiture with its 
rhetorical aggrandizement of the respective rulers. The Young album and the 
sultans’ portraits displayed in the Ottoman pavilion at the Paris exposition in 
1867 were both part of this process. Thinking about these portraits in terms of 
the dynamics of diplomacy not only focuses attention on the individual ges- 
ture of a particular portrait’s iconography but emphasizes instead the ways in 
which meaning is generated and renegotiated through the life of these images, 
highlighting the ritual function of the portraits.*” The initial purpose of the 
Young album lent a historical dimension to this aggrandizement, enshrining 
the legitimacy of the reigning sultan by asserting the longevity of this powerful 
dynasty. So too, the reform agenda represented in the vignettes accompanying 
the portraits of the most recent Ottoman sultans clearly articulates the state's 
embrace of a modernizing imperative and asserts a common purpose with the 
European states. 

The history of the Young album, however, speaks as much about the failures 
of that process of Ottoman diplomatic negotiation as it does about the efforts 
toward its success. As it turned out, the British printmaker was by no means 
simply a hired hand for the articulation of the Ottoman sultans’ identity and 
history. The album production became caught up in both Ottoman internal 
and external political machinations. The album was unfinished at the time of 
Selim III’s deposition in 1807; thus, the printmaker sought to recoup his costs 
by commercially releasing the album in Britain. Young made it salable to this 
new audience by adding a dedication to his British patron, the Prince Regent, 
and appending short written histories of each sultan to their portraits. These 
changes to the version of the album sold in London appropriated the project for 
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the self-aggrandizement of the British artist and his monarch. The individual 
histories of the last three sultans in particular are revealing in terms of a British 
historiography of the Ottoman Empire, confirming a trajectory of decline pre- 
mised on inept, corrupt, or thwarted leadership. This was Ottoman history for 
a British audience. 

Yet the continuing legacy of the album within Ottoman culture ensured it 
was further redeployed for the purposes of celebrating Ottoman history. At the 
same time that the album was commercially released in London, a batch with- 
out the accompanying text was delivered to Sultan Mahmud II; eighty albums 
from that batch still remain in the Topkap: Palace archives. (One of those 
albums was later augmented with printed and photographic portraits of sub- 
sequent sultans and used as a model for many later paintings of the dynasty.)** 
This is the backstory to their reproduction as cartes-de-visite in 1862 and why 
I would argue that these cartes were a gesture of Ottoman historiographic 
reappropriation. In this context, the Young album entered yet another image 
economy.” Unlike the London version of the album, these cartes are divested 
of their text. But they also differ from the albums held in the Topkapi archives. 
Miniaturized and reproduced without the clarity of the large mezzotint format, 
the symbolism conveyed through the vignettes is barely legible. Given their 
affordability, the cartes were within the reach of a much wider local and foreign 
audience than either the deluxe mezzotint albums that Young sold in Britain or 
those secluded in the sultan’s collection. 

The provenance of the Young album cartes-de-visite in the Getty Research 
Institute's Pierre de Gigord collection is unknown. However, the signs of han- 
dling, the wear and tear on their surfaces, the fading black stain marks, and 
especially the pinholes are enigmatic indications of their history of display and 
robust use before they entered the archives. For an Ottoman audience, these 
portable, scaled-down photographic reproductions offered their owners an 
intimate access to Ottoman imperial history. They provided a historiographic 
context for Sultan Abdiilaziz’s photographic portraits. Yet this narrative was just 
one on offer to the consumer in the Abdullah Fréres shop. Once the portraits 
were no longer bound in a predetermined order within a print album, the con- 
sumer was at liberty to weave all sorts of alternate narratives. The imprecision 
in our ability to account for the circulation of these cartes-de-visite prior to 
their entry into the Gigord collection is a testament to the openness and muta- 
bility of these framing processes. 

Sold separately, the photographs were subject to the combinatory prefer- 
ences of individual consumers as they assembled their own albums. Such 
choices dislodged the royal image from any aggrandizing history of the empire 


or carefully forged associations with contemporary statecraft. In an anonymous 
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album in the Gigord collection, for example, Sultan Abdiilaziz takes his place 
alongside cultural artifacts from European museums, such as the nude sculp- 
ture of Ariadne in Frankfurt (fig. 8). This page, which also includes an image 
of an unidentified member of the legal fraternity, seems to be a rather ran- 
domly arranged traveler’s assemblage of foreign curiosities that evacuates 
associations of the grandeur of empire from the Ottoman sultan’s photograph. 
In a more obviously Orientalist vein, a photograph of the Egyptian khedive 
Ismail Pasa was placed alongside a studio “odalisque” in a different album in 
the Gigord collection (fig. 9). Like Sultan Abdiilaziz, the khedive was adept 
at the manipulation of his own visual image in the service of statecraft. Here, 
however, he is associated not with contemporary politics but with the more 
familiar Orientalist stereotype of the despot and his harem, and yet its pho- 
tographic evocation is disjunctive given the khedive’s sartorial choices. In 
these two examples we see the image of the Ottoman sultan and the Egyptian 
khedive in the semantic slide from an Ottoman or Ottoman-Egyptian to an 
Orientalist narrative. 

I have addressed three impulses in relation to the production and circu- 
lation of Sultan Abdiilaziz’s photographic portraits: affiliation, proliferation, 
and riposte. The public display of Sultan Abdiilaziz’s photograph within the 
Ottoman pavilion at the Paris exposition of 1867 positioned his portrait as the 
linchpin within a network of Ottoman-French political relations. In this con- 
text, Ottoman photography was a tool for asserting the Ottoman Empire’s place 
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Fig. 8. 

The Ariadne at Frankfort 
(top left) and Sultan Aziz 
(lower right), n.d. 

Page from untitled album, 
page: 30 x 22.4 cm 

(11% x 87 in.). 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 


Fig. 9. 

Photographs of odalisque (left) 
and Khedive Ismail d’Egypt 
(right), n.d. 

Loose page formerly bound in 
an album, each photograph: 
approx. 13.4 x 9.6 cm (53 x 
37s in.); page: 19.4 x 31.2 cm 
(7% x 12% in.). 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 
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among the community of European nations. The central role of the sultan’s por- 
trait within this network of affiliations was also a formative proposition about 
Ottoman photography. The sultan’s authorizing role within this arrangement 
has parallels with the function of his portrait in recent accounts of Ottoman 
photography and is one of the ways this category of representation has been 
differentiated from Orientalist photography.*° Sultan Abdiilaziz’s photographic 
portraits were embedded in a cross-media visual field, drawing on and modify- 
ing precedents for the Ottoman regal image in paint and print. Yet as a distinct 
process of production of the royal portrait, the proliferative tendency of the 
medium necessitated procedures of containment for the Ottoman state wish- 
ing to present a carefully orchestrated, respectful image of the sultan. When 
the sultan posed for his photograph, it was as yet undecided if the product 
would be a royal portrait. In a sense, this was a blind moment in the studio. 
Abdiilaziz’s first unsuccessful sitting for the hapless local French photographer 
in particular discloses the risks associated with the process. And even when 
the sitting was judged a success, the process resulted in an excess of nonregal 
images, necessitating procedures of circumscription. The photographic pre- 
cursors to Abdiilaziz’s portrait—the Young album cartes-de-visite released in 
1862—anchor Abdiilaziz’s photographic portrait within the empire’s dynastic 
genealogy. The cartes incorporate symbolism that positioned the state’s recent 
efforts at renewal (of which the embrace of photography for imperial repre- 
sentation was itself a sign) in relation to a glorious Ottoman past. Yet the vicis- 
situdes of the Young album reveal processes of Orientalist appropriation and 
Ottoman reappropriation. When the initial intention for the album to become 
a tool within rituals of Ottoman-European diplomatic gift exchange was 
thwarted, it was reconfigured by Young for commercial sale to a British audi- 
ence. The album was again repurposed when released as cartes-de-visite. This 
was, I would argue, both a reappropriation and a new proposition, offering a 
local Ottoman audience a new form of intimate access to Ottoman imperial his- 
tory—thus consolidating Ottoman dynastic power. But the technology brought 
with it a risk, subjecting the sultan’s portrait to the logic of individual consumer 
choices. Through this case study, Orientalist photography emerges not as an 
immutable category but rather as a risk or a provocation to riposte. 

Abdiilaziz’s successor, Abdiilhamid II, chose not to disseminate his por- 
trait despite using photography extensively as part of statecraft, most famously 
in the Abdilhamid TH albums. As Wendy Shaw notes, landscape—not por- 
traiture—was the preeminent genre in this context.*’ Yet the impulse toward 
photographic representation of the sultan did not stop. In the absence of up-to- 
date official portraits, early photographs of Abdiilhamid taken when he was a 
sehzade (prince) were customized by those among the foreign press who sought 
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to represent him. In some instances, a beard was added to age the sultan.” This, 
too, is a testament to the proliferative impulse of photography.*’ Such processes 
need to be contended with in conceptualizing the aesthetics and politics of 
Ottoman and Orientalist photography. In this brief analysis of the production 
and reception of images of the Ottoman sultanate in the age of mechanical 
reproduction, I have drawn attention to processes of circumscription and nego- 
tiation. Focusing on such processes underscores the ways the Ottoman imperial 
photographic portrait was created and disseminated within broader networks 
in which notions of Ottoman and Orientalist photography were and are consti- 


tuted and reconstituted in relation to one another. 
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ALTERNATIVE HISTORIES OF PHOTOGRAPHY 
IN THE OTTOMAN MIDDLE EAST 


This paper is part of an ongoing conversation about the histories of photography 
in the Middle East that began as a research project on Orientalist photography 
at the Getty Research Institute. A research group was convened shortly after the 
Research Institute’s acquisition of the Ken and Jenny Jacobson Orientalist pho- 
tography collection. While that collection was in many ways the focus, the issues 
at the core of the project demanded the consideration of the full photographic 
record, not just those held in a single collection—no matter how large or spectacu- 
lar. Thus, members of the group discussed many photographs and collections 
over the course of their time together. One of those was a second assemblage of 
photographs from the Middle East also in the Research Institute, the Pierre de 
Gigord collection of photographs of the Ottoman Empire and the Republic of 
Turkey, which had been acquired in 1996. My paper is an examination of works 
from that second collection, but before going further, I would like to begin by 
saying a few words about how I see the Gigord and Jacobson collections. 

The two collections share some important similarities, including a certain 
overlap in images, image types, and photographers, but they also embody strik- 
ing differences. In terms of similarities, they were assembled at about the same 
time by private individuals, European men in each case, who worked primarily 
through the art market. Pierre de Gigord began collecting earlier and bought 
quite a lot of his collection in antique markets in Turkey, while Ken Jacobson 
seems to have focused mostly on the European market. Apparently, the two 
men often encountered each other in the course of their collecting activities. 
The collections are very extensive, although the Gigord collection is the larger 
of the two (it contains approximately six thousand photographs while the 
Jacobson has about forty-five hundred), and each has a book published that 
illustrates its contents.’ The time period and general focus of the collections 
are similar, but the specific collecting interests were different, as were details of 
Gigord’s and Jacobson’s respective collecting practices. In each case those differ- 
ences had a significant impact on the shape of the collection and the histories of 
photography most obviously revealed by them. 

In the preface to the book about his collection, Ken Jacobson points out 
that he wanted to claim a place for this photography (meaning Orientalist 
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photography) on the basis of its aesthetic and emotional merits within the 
larger history of photography. He is captivated by the exotic qualities of this 
material (using the word exotic frequently and uncritically) and states that as a 
collector, he privileges the aesthetic qualities of the photograph over balanced 
coverage of the region. As a result, his collection contains many more images of 
people than of places, and more of North African and Egyptian subjects than 
of Anatolian.’ 

Pierre de Gigord and his collection of photographs were the subject of two 
articles in the popular French press in 1993, and while these do not address 
Gigord’s motivations for assembling his collection in as much detail as 
Jacobson does in the preface to his book, they are nonetheless illuminating.’ 
Gigord describes himself as captivated by Istanbul (“Come evening, from the 
heights of Galata or the café Pierre Loti, I contemplate the expiring rays of the 
sun gilding minarets and cupolas”)* and fascinated by the work of Orientalist 
writers and painters. He seems to regard historical photographs as a means of 
preserving a record of an Ottoman past that was fast disappearing. However, 
while Gigord may have begun his collecting due to a fascination with pictur- 
esque or exotic subject matter, as Jacobson did, Gigord’s collecting pursuits 
took him in different directions. First of all, his focus is very much on the 
Ottoman Empire, particularly Istanbul and some of the other Anatolian cities 
of the empire. Although his collection contains many beautiful photographs, 
it also includes a great number whose primary importance lies in the infor- 
mation they convey or in the rarity of their subject. Gigord cast a wider net 
in terms of subject matter and format, and thus his collection is much more 


diverse than Jacobson’s. 


Together, these two collections contain well over ten thousand photographs, 
and while there is no doubt something to be gleaned from the study of each 
individual photograph, it is also true that the photographs gain meaning and 
context from their place in a specific collection. The two collections suggest dif- 
ferent histories of photography and they privilege a certain kind of looking and 
engagement with the images they contain. I will return to this idea at the essay’s 
conclusion, but now I would like to examine a few photographs. 

This essay is structured around five photographs from the Gigord collection, 
images that I have returned to many times over the years. Individually, each 
image reveals particular aspects of Ottoman photography; taken as a group, 
they lead us into a much broader consideration of the history of photography 
in the Ottoman context, of how the Ottomans themselves interacted with pho- 
tography, and of the Ottoman world more generally. I chose them for discussion 
because they each demonstrate an engagement with photography on the part 
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of Ottoman photographers and/or consumers that is at once self-conscious and 
deliberate. It is impossible to claim that these five photographs are a representa- 
tive sample of the entire Gigord collection, but their particularity in style and 
subject matter, as well as the engagement with photographic practice that they 
demonstrate, nonetheless allows us to draw conclusions about Ottoman pho- 


tography more generally. 


I would like to begin with an exceedingly formal and official-looking portrait, 
an image not particularly engaging on an aesthetic level but one that does take 
us in very important directions in terms of understanding how photography 
was used in an Ottoman context (fig. 1). It is the opening image in an album 
commemorating the visit of Shah Muzaffar al-Din of Persia to the Ottoman 
court in 1900, and for the purposes of understanding the context and signifi- 
cance of the photograph, it is worth giving some attention to the album as a 
whole.® This page and the other ten pages in the album have handwritten labels 
in Ottoman Turkish identifying the subjects of the photographs. Additionally, 
this first page has notes written in German that name some of the figures and 
discuss the diamond in the shah’s headgear. On the ten pages that follow, the 
Ottoman labels are transliterated into modern Turkish, all in the same messy 
penciled-in manner. 

The portrait itself is a relatively straightforward presentation of a group 
of high-ranking Ottoman and Persian political figures in full military regalia, 
grouped around the central seated figure, the Persian shah. The photographs 
in this small album are arranged to present a brief narrative of the shah’s visit, 
beginning with this official portrait and continuing through his short sail- 
ing trip along the Bosporus. Other subjects in the album include views of the 
shah’s boat at different places during his visit, official greeting parties, and the 
Yalta palace where the shah stayed. The presentation of the images, one photo- 
graph to a page, on carefully lined and ornamented album boards, enhances 
the impact of the album, transforming the eleven photographs into something 
much more monumental. 

The album shares significant similarities in format—album size, cover 
design, number of photographs—with several others in the Gigord collection.® 
Each of these albums has a red or brown cloth cover, an imperial insignia (a 
kind of Ottoman coat of arms that was adopted in the early 1880s), and other 
imperial signage on both the front and back covers.” The albums contain a 
focused presentation of images showing a certain event, usually in ten or twelve 
faded gelatin prints. The transliterations into modern Turkish and the other 
notations that were added after the albums were produced indicate the contin- 


ued circulation of the albums beyond what was originally intended. 


77 


e additional copyright notices and illustration captions to confirm copyright information for individual texts and image 


78 MICKLEWRIGHT 


aa 


G) 


REESE 


~ 
. 

he She 
i * 
f ms 
; ‘ 
Ie c 
i ey 
E a 
| a 
| 
j 
i 

Seng 
j > 
, ~~ + 

~ ~ 
, : 
fr ate 
S ~~ 
: ® 
nc © 
Per iis 
{i 

.“ 

x 


5 


Smee 
Xf Ke 


ss Ne 28s AS Se . 
OE ah ; 7 7 
2 Sf Sthahs Huet byinlt sia ner ply~ ¥ PRES 


Diamant der wut , “de Cargacr Nie i (- Meer des Lichtey 1) 
bi (4t Tyehite--Olareant Hes tyre. Bribes AID 
@C a ' ¢ ‘ sy 
To CR eM ARM CARE ~ 
Sareea Sace I z 


seed Pe eT Saas eee Ce ale MRT a eres ae 


PT ee 


ALTERNATIVE HISTORIES OF PHOTOGRAPHY 


Several of this group of albums, including the one under examination, dis- 
play the business card of the photographer responsible for producing them. Ali 
Sami Bey was chief photographer of the Ministry of the Navy and served as 
an official photographer for Sultan Abdiilhamid II from about 1892 until the 
sultan’s deposition in 1909. The albums’ similarities in format suggest that they 
were a regular production, not unique objects—an idea confirmed by Bahattin 
Oztuncay in his 2003 work The Photographers of Constantinople.* According to 
the newspaper Sabah, Ali Sami Bey was present for the Persian shah’s visit and 
produced commemorative albums almost immediately for presentation to the 
sultan and the shah, among others. The Persian ruler then commissioned Ali 
Sami Bey to produce twelve more copies of the album he had been given, and it 
seems likely that one of these ended up in the Gigord collection. As a result of 
this and similar projects at around the same time, Ali Sami, in his Ministry of 
the Navy office, was put in charge of supervising the production of other com- 
memorative albums, using photographs that had been taken by photographers 
working on specific assignments across the empire. 

The official photographic record of the Ottoman Empire—by which I mean 
compilations of photographs that document the activities of the government or 
of entities supported by the government, the sultan, and other official bodies— 
is extensive. The Gigord collection has quite a few albums and many loose pho- 
tographs that fall into this category of official photography. They are a hugely 
important scholarly resource, demonstrating the extent to which the produc- 
tion and circulation of photographs had permeated the Ottoman bureaucracy, 
especially in the last decades of the nineteenth century, and confirming the exis- 
tence of a complex communications strategy with an organizational structure 


and technical capability to support it.’ 


The second image we will examine also comes from an official context (fig. 2). 
The photograph is a collage, part of a compilation of images documenting train- 
ing procedures for Ottoman firefighters. The album to which this page belongs 
has the same insignia on its cover as the previous album, indicating that the 
album was a government project of some kind and, in this case, designed for 
an Ottoman audience. The album is extremely worn, perhaps because it was 
well used in its day, or perhaps merely as the result of poor storage conditions. ’° 
The twenty-six pages of the album contain photographs of marching forma- 
tions of the fire brigade as well as of training diagrams, equipment, and practice 
drills. Although the images are rather faded, it is obvious that a great deal of 
care went into their creation. The training exercises they depict, such as the 
rescue of people from upper stories of burning buildings, would have had to be 
staged in order to produce the photograph; the numerous images of firefighters’ 
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Fig. 1. 

Ali Sami Bey (Ottoman, 

dates unknown). 

Untitled (Muzaffar al-Din 

with his court and Ottoman 
dignitaries), ca. 1900, page 
from untitled album (Visit of 
Shah Muzaffar al-Din), image: 
22.9 x 16.7 cm (9 x 6% in.); 
page: 33.7 x 28.6 cm 

(134% x 11% in.). 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 
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assembly formations also required a close degree of cooperation between pho- 
tographer and subjects. In a few examples, hand-drawn diagrams have been 
photographed so that they could be included in the album. Page captions are 
neatly written in ink and only in Ottoman Turkish, providing a further indica- 
tion of the audience for whom this book was intended. The album ends with 
two collages like the one shown in figure 2, all using photography in a sophisti- 
cated way and with the most current technology to bring the images (and pre- 
sumably the training that accompanied them) to a visual conclusion by showing 
the firefighters in action. 

The photograph being discussed here is the album’s concluding image and 
contains elements drawn from photographs that appear earlier in the album. 
Beginning with a relatively straightforward view of a street in the Galata neigh- 
borhood of Pera, the photograph is modified so that it illustrates a range of fire- 
fighting techniques in a dramatic, action-packed scene. Firefighters marching 
in formation are added at the bottom of the image, walls are cut away to show 
activity within the burning building, the negative is manipulated to create a 
large hose snaking through the image, and pictorial elements from staged train- 
ing exercises are pasted in to simulate actual rescue action. 

This photograph is compelling for at least two reasons: first, the image and 
the album in which it appears provide a glimpse of the use of photography 
beyond the strictly official. Apart from documenting the activities of the ruler 
or the government (as seen in fig. 1), an enormous variety of other topics were 
addressed in what I have been calling official photography, of which this is only 
one example."’ Second, with its use of images to demonstrate firefighting tech- 
niques, equipment, and routine activities, the album in general and this image 
in particular demonstrate an impressive understanding of the illustrative and 
didactic potential of the medium of photography. The album includes a range 
of photographic techniques, including collage, in a context that was functional 
but not extravagant, so one can assume that the photo techniques incorporated 


here reflected those in common usage. 


Our next example comes from a much more elaborate album than the previous 
two (fig. 3)."* The photograph depicts surgery being performed on a patient 
and a large group of more than forty people, carefully organized in a manner 
similar to the tableaux vivants that were popular in this period. The composi- 
tion has a shallow picture plane, with the wall of the military hospital serving 
as a backdrop for the people arranged in front of it. The group is structured to 
demonstrate a series of actions that may or may not have happened simultane- 
ously during the operation but that would have taken place at some point in the 


procedure. Moving from left to right across the picture plane, we see a group 
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Fig. 2. 

Untitled (Photocollage showing 
firemen evacuating apartment 
buildings, Galata Tower in 
background), ca. 1890. 

Page from untitled album 
(Fire department), image: 

23 x 16.8 cm (91% x 6% in.); 
page: 27.4 x 20.7 cm 

(10% x 8% in.). 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 
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Fig. 3. 

Une opération a I’hépital 
d’Aghalar-Dairessi 
(Beyler-Bey). 

Album page, image: 22.6 x 
29.8 cm (9 x 11% in.); 
page: 36 x 48.8 cm 

(1414 x 191% in.). 

From “Album de la société 
ottomane de secours bléssés 
militaires, guerre 1877- 
1878,” presentation album, 
1878. 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 


Fig. 4. 

Membres du comité central 
du Croissant rouge. 

Album page, 36 x 48.5 cm 
(14% x 19% in.). 

From “Album de la société 
ottomane de secours bléssés 
militaires, guerre 1877- 
1878,” presentation album, 
1878. 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 
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of people washing their hands in a basin held by attendants; nurses and others 
holding instruments; men recording details of the operation; the patient him- 
self lying on a bed or stretcher attended by a group of people; a table with a dis- 
play of instruments; and, somewhat inexplicably, two small children. The back 
row is made up of various onlookers and officials, people who were no doubt 
connected with the operation of this military hospital in different capacities."* 
The photograph is a complex composition, requiring careful orchestration of 
a large group of people; Ottoman photographers were obviously able to create 
such compositions, and their subjects knew what was required of them as the 
photograph was made. 

The photograph is part of a large album in poor condition that presents the 
work of the Comité central du Croissant rouge (Red Crescent Society) from 
1877 to 1878, during the Russo-Turkish War."* The album was clearly an expen- 
sive object, carefully and beautifully designed. The leather cover, with exten- 
sive gold tooling, is much more elaborate than many albums from this period, 
and some of the inside pages are also decorated. The page shown in figure 4, a 
portrait assemblage of the members of the central committee, is designed to 
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accommodate seventeen oval portraits, with each person’s name printed below 
his portrait. The next page, honoring doctors and one nurse who died in the 
course of their service, is similarly designed specifically to accommodate the 
images, with each small portrait ornamented with wreaths and garlands. From 
here the album goes through a tightly ordered presentation of society members’ 
work, showing their meeting room in Dolmabahce Palace; several of their hos- 
pitals, both in Istanbul and farther afield in Thessaloniki; the ambulance corps, 
including a team in Erzurum; and views of their patients. 

Although there is much that we will never know about this album, we can 
deduce quite a lot based on the information within it. The album has a dedi- 
catory inscription in French on the first page noting that it was given to the 
Comte of (an illegible word) by Doctor Pechedimaldji (whose portrait appears 
in the album and who was very active in the formation of the Comité central 
du Croissant rouge) on behalf of the Croissant rouge on 14 September 1878. 
Given the effort involved in the album's production (especially the design and 
manufacture of the portrait pages) and the inclusion of photographs taken in 
locations far removed from Istanbul, it seems likely that other presentation 
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albums were made at the same time, perhaps as part of an international fund- 
raising effort or to publicize the work of the society. The value of photographs 
in telling a story was obviously recognized by the album's compilers, and as 
with the firefighters’ manual, the photographs themselves demonstrate an 


expert grasp of the medium. 


With the next image in our series (fig. 5), we examine a very different kind of 
photograph—a single image, not part of an album, and a portrait of an individ- 
ual. The subject of this photograph is positioned directly in front of the viewer 
with the implements of the modern bureaucrat arrayed in front of him on the 
desk: ink jars, blotter, basket for papers requiring attention, and other items 
whose exact purpose is not clear. He is working, posed as if a telephone call had 
just interrupted him, pen in hand, while he was recording an important piece of 
information in the ledger open in front of him. His attention is focused on his 
telephone conversation, which in turn directs our attention to his conversation, 
making it impossible to overlook the presence of the telephone on his desk. The 
central figure is immaculately dressed in a fez and a suit jacket with vest, wing 
collar, and tie. His glasses and neatly trimmed beard and mustache contribute 
to his overall appearance of calm responsibility. 

This is a striking portrait for several reasons. For one, at nearly 13 x 16 inches, 
it is at least four times larger than most portraits of this period and lacks the 
ornamental cardboard frame into which portraits were commonly placed— 
instead, it is pasted directly onto a cardboard support. With its size, sharpness 
of focus, and crisp tonal range, the photograph demonstrates a remarkable 
technical competence. In addition, although there is a long tradition of docu- 
menting men at work or places of business in the photography of the late 
Ottoman Empire, these images tend to privilege traditional kinds of work (for 
example, itinerant merchants or craftsmen) and sites of commerce such as out- 
door markets, the covered bazaar, or the shops of Pera in Istanbul—images that 
are plentiful in both the Gigord and Jacobson collections, by the way. Finally, 
with its setting, the objects chosen to be included on the desk, and the pose of 
the central figure, the portrait insists upon the modernity of the subject as its 
primary message, raising questions about the intended audience and about the 
image's purpose. 

The candlestick telephone and the man’s clothing allow us to date the image 
very generally between 1881 and 1910. Given the unusual subject matter, per- 
haps this portrait was commissioned by the man himself on the occasion of a 
promotion or a new job, to mark the arrival of the telephone in his office, or 
just to represent himself as a modern, progressive figure. But that does not 
explain the format of the photograph, exceeding by far the typical size for most 
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portraits, which in this period (as today) were usually meant to be included 


in an album or framed for display on a table or the wall. In the end, we do not 
know if the man or the telephone was intended to be at the center of this por- 


trait of Ottoman modernity.’ 


The final image in this series of indicative photographs is a snapshot, only about 
4 x 6 inches, showing us seven people in front of the camera wearing very odd 
clothes, neither their typical everyday dress nor the vintage clothing that might 
have belonged to their grandparents (fig. 6). Instead the men have on turbans, 
robes, and some kind of loose cloth garment under the robes, with regular 
belts holding their outfits together. The women are draped in what might be 
lightweight bedcovers or tablecloths. The three older women have scarf-type 
arrangements on their hair, but not regular yasmaks. The two younger women 
bracketing the central group play the part of servants, one holding two coffee 
cups, one with a small plate of pastries. The set—because this is very obviously 
a staged piece—is dressed with the typical signifiers of a harem scene: a glass 


85 


Fig. 5. 

Untitled (Ottoman official on 
telephone), ca. 1881-1910. 
Gelatin silver print, 30.6 x 
38.7 cm (1214 x 15% in.). 
Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 
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water pipe on the carpet, a long pipe, and slippers. The figures are posed in a 


shallow space, grouped on and around a couch against a wall. Behind the couch, 
the wall is draped with fabric on which is hung a large framed image, difficult to 
make out. Below that, leaning against the couch, is a framed page of calligraphy, 
most likely an icazet, a type of calligraphy diploma.’* 

We see some of the figures from the dress-up scene again in a different 
arrangement, in what seems to be a family grouping, with a house as a back- 
drop (fig. 7). The group of nine is tightly organized around the man seated 
in the middle, who wears some kind of military uniform with a sword across 
one knee. He is flanked on his left by two small boys. The group is arranged in 
a manner that suggests close relationships between the group’s members: the 
two little boys leaning against the man in the center; the two women sitting to 
the man’s right; and the three women immediately behind him. (A ninth figure, 
who is female, is only partially visible.) 

These are two ofa series of fifty-nine snapshot-type images, dated between 
about 1890 and 1910 on the basis of the women’s clothing.” The photographs 
were probably made using a simple box camera, the kind that began to be gen- 
erally available beginning in the 1880s. Based on the ages of the people in the 
images and the clothing they are wearing, it is clear that the photographs were 
all taken in close succession. This little group of snapshots includes a range of 
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Fig. 6. 

Untitled (Ottoman family), 
ca. 1890-1910. 

Snapshot, 13.7 x 10.6 cm 
(53 x 4% in.). 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 


Fig. 7. 

Untitled (Ottoman family), 
ca. 1890-1910. 

Snapshot, 11.1 x 16.5 cm 
(434 x 6% in.). 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 
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subject matter very similar to what one might find today in such an assemblage: 
parties, portraits, special events, the family’s house, and so on. I believe that 
the gentleman wearing a military uniform in the center of this grouping is the 
photographer, because it was at the Imperial School of Engineers, a military 
academy, that photographic training was first widely available to Ottoman 
Muslims, and because he does not appear in many of the snapshots. 

In another photograph from the series, we can see three people in the group 
scene from the house exterior as well as three others, again carefully posed 
as they drink tea and other beverages. The six figures are wearing reasonably 
fashionable European clothes and are sitting in the same space where the harem 
scene in figure 6 was staged, an indication that the harem scene was perhaps 
a family amusement created at the direction of the photographer or another 
member of the group. 

Returning to that first snapshot with information gleaned from an exami- 
nation of other photographs in the series, we recognize the same interior set- 
ting that appears in the tea-drinking scene mentioned above as well as in other 
snapshots. The faces in this scene are familiar from other images. The snapshot 
series includes five or six other versions of this harem scene, with the partici- 
pants in varied groupings and slightly different poses. The harem scenes sold 
in the commercial studios of Istanbul had become a familiar trope by the late 
nineteenth century, signaled by the inclusion of key elements (water pipe, musi- 
cal instruments, and coffeepot or teapot being among the most common) and 
only loosely related to the characteristics of the domestic space that Ottoman 
subjects inhabited. The intriguing set of images being discussed here presents 
a defective version of this stereotypical harem scene, staged by a family group 
that was apparently engaged with photography and comfortable in front of the 
camera. The family’s parody reminds us of the ways in which different visions, 
different constructions of the same subjects coexisted and collided in the stu- 
dios of commercial photographers in Istanbul (and elsewhere for that matter). 
It provides a response to those commercial tourist photographs, produced by 
people who were completely familiar with the standard harem scene and its 
individual components. 

Here too in this snapshot is a collision of the different histories of Middle 
Eastern photography that we may encounter today. On the one hand, with- 
out understanding the Orientalist pretext—the “harem” scene—we would 
miss what to me is the most significant component of this photograph: the 
information it provides about how the people producing the image reacted to 
European views of them. On the other hand, the snapshots’ existence also tells 


us about the adoption of new photo technology and reveals how Ottomans were 
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interacting with the medium itself. Then again, the content of several images in 
the series (not necessarily the ones we have examined) provides rare and cru- 
cial information about domesticity in the Ottoman context at a moment when 
many aspects of Ottoman life were changing. Thus, if we were to try to untangle 
the complex threads of information this photograph embodies, we could easily 
identify three separate strands—and probably more than that. 


Scholars have generally come to understand that photographs are complex 
documents demanding careful readings and often yielding multiple interpre- 
tations and evidence in a variety of contexts. The images at the center of this 
essay, with their range of contexts and purposes (official court record, didactic 
tool, historical document, and family history, to name only a few), function as 
objects of study on several different levels, in some cases raising more questions 
than they answer, and occasionally, as in the case of the snapshots, providing 
unexpected insights into Ottoman society. 

The alternative histories of photography referenced in the title of this essay 
are numerous. These could include commercial history (how photography busi- 
nesses were established and spread, who the important photographers in the 
city were, and so on), technical history (when certain processes were adopted, 
why one kind of printing was more popular than another), and social history 
(how photography was used by the Ottomans, what class differences are seen 
in how it was adopted), as well as specific information about Ottoman political 
and social history gleaned through the study of old photographs. 

Calling these histories “alternative” implies the existence of a dominant his- 
tory, which, in the context of the project that generated this volume of essays, 
was the history of Orientalist photography in the Middle East. Certainly, that 
is the photography that captures the popular imagination, sells books, and 
fills museum galleries, so in some ways it can be considered a dominant his- 
tory. I set up this alternative/dominant dichotomy—knowing full well that it 
oversimplifies a complex discourse and messy universe of surviving photo- 
graphs—because I think we often tend to assume that such clearly delineated 
categories of interpretation exist. To return to one of the questions with which 
we began, is it possible to see beyond the Orientalist boundaries of Jacobson’s 
collection to untangle the different histories in those photographs? Can we look 
at the diverse, puzzling, and sometimes worn images in the Gigord collection, 
together with its better-known and more beautiful subjects, to see the broadest 
possible range of histories in the collection? This would seem to be the respon- 
sibility of those who wish to be the interlocutors of this complex and compel- 


ling body of material, and there is much to learn from their work. 
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Notes 

I am deeply grateful to my former Getty Research Institute colleagues Charles 
Salas, Thomas Gaehtgens, and Gail Feigenbaum for including me in the 
Orientalist photography research project, which began with the 2008-9 scholar 
year. The opportunity to spend time in front of the photographs in the Research 
Institute's Special Collections with other members of the research group was 

a great luxury. I would also like to thank group members Esra Akcan, Sussan 
Babaie, Ali Behdad, Hannah Feldman, Anne Lacoste, Rob Linrothe, and Mary 
Roberts, as well as Luke Gartlan, Darcy Grigsby, and Kathleen Howe for the 
conversations that took place over the course of our work together, from which I 
learned so much. ‘The staff of the Special Collections reading room has provided 
the best possible support over the many years that I worked on the Gigord collec- 


tion, and I am hugely grateful to them for all of their help in so many ways. 


. Ken Jacobson, Odalisques and Arabesques: Orientalist Photography, 1839-1925 


(London: Quaritch, 2007); and Gilbert Beauge and Engin Cizgen, Images 
dempire: Aux origines de la photographie en Turquie (Istanbul: Institut d'Etudes 
Francaises d’Istanbul, 1993). 


. Jacobson, Odalisques and Arabesques, 11-14. 


3. I thank Ali Behdad for kindly sharing this information with me. 


. “Le soir venu, du haut de Galata ou du café de Pierre Loti, je contemple les der- 


niers rayons du soleil qui dorent les minarets et les coupoles.” Unless otherwise 
indicated, all translations are mine. Please see “Comte Pierre de Gigord: Sur les 
traces de Loti,” Point de vue: Images du monde (1993); and Marie Plaisance, “Aux 
portes de POrient? Beaux arts, no. 112 (1993): 38-40. Quotation from Plaisance, 


“Aux portes de lOrient,” 38. 


. Untitled album (Visit of Shah Muzaffar al-Din), ca. 1900, Pierre de Gigord collec- 


tion of photographs of the Ottoman Empire and the Republic of Turkey, 96.R.14, 
box 38, Getty Research Institute. (Please note that many of the dates assigned to 
the material in the Gigord collection have not yet been confirmed by scholars.) 
The album measures 32.5 x 24 x 1.8 cm (12% x 9% x % in.). It is bound with red 
percaline boards decorated with embossed insignia and contains eleven gelatin 


silver prints mounted on decorated cardboard pages. 


. For example, there is a second nearly identical album, also the work of Ali Sami 


Bey, produced in 1901 to commemorate the dedication of the fountain of Kaiser 
Wilhelm in Istanbul. See the album titled “Inauguration of Kaiser Wilhelm 
Fountain and Views of SMS Moltke,” 1901, Pierre de Gigord collection of photo- 
graphs of the Ottoman Empire and the Republic of Turkey, 96.r.14, box 37, Getty 
Research Institute. 

For a thorough account of the development and use of Ottoman insignia, see 
Edhem Eldem, Pride and Privilege: A History of Ottoman Orders, Medals and 


Decorations (Istanbul: Ottoman Bank Archives & Research Center, 2004). 


. Bahattin Oztuncay, The Photographers of Constantinople: Pioneers, Studios and 


Artists from 19th-Century Istanbul (Istanbul: Aygaz, 2003), 2:360. 


. The subject of Ottoman official photography has not received a great deal of 


attention to date. The existence of official photography is widely recognized, 


and photographs from various archives, contemporary publications such as the 
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14. 


15. 


16. 
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journal Servat-I Funun, and material in private collections are frequently incor- 
porated into ongoing research. So far, there has been no work focused specifically 
on the structures, production, and circulation of official photography within gov- 
ernment circles and beyond. 

Untitled album (Fire department), ca. 1890, Pierre de Gigord collection of pho- 
tographs of the Ottoman Empire and the Republic of Turkey, 96.R.14, box 29, 
Getty Research Institute. Measuring 28.5 x 23.5 x 5 cm (114 x 9% x 2 in.), the 
album contains twenty-nine albumen prints mounted one per page. The volume 
opens from right to left, with ink captions in Ottoman Turkish. It is bound in red 
leather with a gold embossed insignia and other ornamentation on the cover. 
Other photographic projects that fall into this category would include the 
Abdiilhamid albums in the Library of Congress and the British Museum, as well 
as the so-called Yildiz albums, also compiled during the reign of Abdiilhamid II. 
The Library of Congress and British Museum collections were presented to their 
respective governments in 1893 and 1894, and each contains about eighteen 
hundred photographs in fifty-one albums. In addition, the Gigord collection 
includes several albums documenting the construction of railroad lines across 
the Ottoman Empire, the operation of factories, and the art and architecture of 
specific regions of the empire. 

The album measures 37.5 x 52.5 x 6 cm (14% x 20% x 2% in.) and contains fifty- 
one albumen prints mounted on board pages. See “Album de la société ottomane 
de secours bléssés militaires, guerre 1877-1878,” 1878, Pierre de Gigord collection 
of photographs of the Ottoman Empire and the Republic of Turkey, 96.r.14, box 
20, Getty Research Institute. It is dated 1878 per an inscription on the front fly- 
leaf. In poor condition, the album is bound in brown leather with elaborate gold 
stamped designs on the front and back covers, including the title on the front, 
written as “ALBUM DE LA SOCIETE OTTOMAN DE SECOURS AUX BLESSES 
MILITAIRES Guerre 1877/78.” 

This photograph (and others in the album depicting patients who underwent 
successful surgical procedures) is very much part of a trend, also documented 
elsewhere, regarding the use of photography to depict medical subjects. A simi- 
lar interest in the portrayal of the latest developments in medicine can be seen 

in paintings of the period; The Gross Clinic (1875) and The Agnew Clinic (1889), 
by the American artist Thomas Eakins, are among the best known of this genre. 
Eakins was able to depict an actual operation in progress, a feat not possible in 
the medium of photography. Yet the identification of photography as a science 
rather than an art medium lent photographs of medical patients a certain scien- 
tific authority absent in painting or drawing. 

Although a society for the care of wounded soldiers had already been in existence 
for a few years, the red crescent symbol was first used in this context during 

the Russo-Turkish War. However, it was not officially approved for use by the 
International Committee of the Red Cross until 1929. 

An earlier discussion of this photograph appeared in Nancy Micklewright, “An 
Ottoman Portrait,’ International Journal of Middle East Studies 40, no. 3 (2008): 
372-73. 

Ihave written about this group of snapshots at greater length elsewhere. Please 
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17. 


see Nancy Micklewright, “Harem/House/Set: Domestic Interiors in Photography 
from the Late Ottoman World,” in Marilyn Booth, ed., Harem in History and 
Imagination (Durham, N.C.: Duke Univ. Press, 2010), 336-57. 

The fifty-nine snapshots, dated 1890-1910, are from the Pierre de Gigord collec- 
tion of photographs of the Ottoman Empire and the Republic of Turkey, 96.R.14, 
box 136a, Getty Research Institute. 
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OFF THE FRAME 
The Panoramic City Albums of Istanbul 


Photography as a new medium developed simultaneously in Europe and the 
Ottoman Empire. The news of a technological device that could reproduce an 
exact image of reality appeared in the Ottoman paper Takvim-i Vakai as early as 
October 1839, the same year Dominique Francois Arago presented the device to 
the French Académie des sciences. A certain student of Louis-Jacques-Mandé 
Daguerre’s named Kompa (Compan?) was reported to be taking commercial 
photographs of passersby in Istanbul's streets." The new medium immediately 
attracted the attention of Western travelers, architects, and engineers, who were 
invited to Istanbul for modernization projects, as well as local Armenian and 
Orthodox Greek habitants.” A map prepared by Engin Cizgen, which indicates 
the addresses of thirty photography studios on and around the Grand Rue de 
Pera, testifies that Istanbul had indeed become a center of photography during 
this period.’ 

Ottoman photography, I argue, needs to be understood as being in tension 
with Western Orientalism on the one hand and the disciplinary gaze of the 
Ottoman state on the other. I would like to examine in this article a specific 
visualization paradigm that emerged, despite these tensions, in the panoramic 
city albums of nineteenth-century Istanbul. Scholarly accounts on photographic 
panoramas are limited, even though a few excellent books do exist about the 
painted panorama—namely, the type of painting that Robert Barker received a 
patent for on 17 June 1787: a painting on a 360-degree circular canvas displayed 
on the interior walls of a large rotunda usually built for this purpose, a painting 
that was meant to be a realist representation of a place viewed from all angles 
and from the farthest possible point.* However, the photographic panorama, 
usually composed of a series of prints attached together, needs to be conceptu- 
alized and historicized for its own sake, as its commonalities with the painted 
panorama in the technical sense are limited. There were only a few semisuccess- 
ful attempts to make round photographic panoramas that resembled painted 
ones, and there were some extended painted panoramas and portable rolled 
panoramas that may be cited as precursors of a photographic panorama.” Yet 
it seems that today it is the photographic version, not the painted one, that 
evokes the “metaphorical” senses of the word panorama, which has been used 
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worldwide more popularly than its technical usage in Europe during the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The modern meaning of panorama 
implies a view that pans a landscape or cityscape, a view from an elevated point, 
or an overview of a field of knowledge (a survey). 

Istanbul/Constantinople captured the imagination of panorama painters 
quite frequently. The first painted panorama in Spring Gardens in England, 
which remained on view during the summer of 1800, was titled Constantinople 
and executed by Joshua Cristall and assistant J.$. Hayward. Henry Aston Barker 
exhibited a panorama from the Galata Tower in the rotunda of Leicester Square 
in 1803. The prominent French panorama painter Pierre Prévost exhibited his 
panorama of Constantinople in a building on the Boulevard des Capucines, 
Paris, in 1825. This panorama was based on Prévost’s sketches during his three- 
year trip (1816-19) and completed by his pupil Frédéric Ronmy and brother 
Jean Prévost. Daguerre, who later invented the diorama and photography, was 
also an assistant of Prévost’s, which hints at a further link between panorama, 
photography, and Istanbul. Another panorama of Constantinople, by Jules- 
Arséne Garnier, was exhibited in Copenhagen, with C. V. Nielsen capturing the 
artwork’s viewing platform and partial image in a wood engraving (ca. 1882). 
These examples withstanding, I will illustrate that Istanbul had an even stronger 
influence on the development of the photographic panorama, as well as a genre 
that might be called a panoramic city photograph, due not only to the works 
of Western travelers who exhibited in Europe but also to the works of local 
photographers who practiced the medium in Istanbul. This essay is thus meant 
to help revise theories of photography by foregrounding the mediums simulta- 
neous developments in different parts of the world during the nineteenth cen- 
tury, thereby eschewing its mainstream conception as a medium established 
entirely in Europe and disseminated to the world afterward. Hence, I invest in 
the retheorization of photography by suggesting a conversation between the 


Western accounts of the medium and its parallel history elsewhere. 


Western photographers who depicted the Near East rendered the staged stu- 
dio tropes of exotic, seductive women and naked Oriental dancers, thus main- 
taining the most common Orientalist visual stereotypes already promoted in 
painting.® Such photographs as Tancréde Dumas’s Life in Harem (1889) rebuilt 
the clichés of harem life through photomontage. Local photography studios 
in Istanbul did not refrain from staging “harem scenes” for the commercial 
Orientalist market, either.’ Sébah & Joaillier’s studio photograph of a veiled 
fellah woman with naked arms is perhaps less violent than those French colo- 
nial postcards exposing the model’s naked breasts.* However, in both cases 


the veil is meant to stage her as an Oriental and, in the Ottoman case, as an 
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Arab laborer, and her unveiling is meant to suggest the photographer’s and the 
audience's power over her. A portrait of a Nubian woman with naked breasts, 
attributed to the studio Abdullah Fréres, most likely took advantage of her 
blindness in order to convince her to pose in front of the camera.’ Nonetheless, 
these photographers had an array of subjects and formats to offer their custom- 
ers, including cartes-de-visite and portraits of the royal family, which makes 
their relationship to Orientalism ambivalent because it is the exhibited subject 
that has some power over meaning in these cases. Architecture and cityscape 
views practiced through the indexical medium also complicate Orientalism in 
many ways. 

During the reign of Sultan Abdiilhamid II (r. 1876-1909), photography 
reached new sections of Ottoman society. A studio and lab, for instance, was set 
up in the Yildiz Palace for Abdiilhamid himself. His daughter Ayse later recalled 
choosing her prospective husband from the photographs her father sent her, 
testifying to the new medium’s diffusion into the lives of the royal elite.’° The 
sultan self-consciously employed the medium against Orientalism. In an 
important statement, Abdiilhamid said, “Most of the photographs taken for 
sale in Europe vilify and mock Our Well-Protected Domains. It is imperative 
that the photographs to be taken in this instance do not insult Islamic peoples 
by showing them in a vulgar and demeaning light.”’’ To this end, Abdiilhamid 
ordered fifty-one album sets (seventeen of which were cityscape albums) to 
be sent as gifts to the Library of Congress and the British Museum Library 
in 1893.’* These albums disseminated a self-prepared image of the sultan’s 
empire to foreign audiences and purposefully sought to reverse the portrayal 
of Ottoman women and buildings in Orientalist visual culture.’ Photographs 
of schoolgirls with books in their hands replaced stereotypical “harem scenes”; 
monuments of Istanbul’s historical peninsula were given due attention, but 
they were complemented by schools, factories, bridges, train stations, hospi- 
tals, and especially military facilities—namely, Ottoman modernization proj- 
ects—that usually attracted little attention in the European markets. Altogether, 
the albums were meant to portray a much more modernized and empowered 
image of the empire than was perceived in Europe. 

Abdiilhamid invested in photography not only to unmake his empire’s 
Orientalist image but also to control the lands and populations under his reign. 
As Nancy Micklewright has suggested, his use of the medium exemplifies John 
Tagg’s conceptualization of the disciplinary gaze of photography in the hands of 
the state.* Abdiilhamid built the colossal Yildiz collection—consisting of eight 
hundred albums of thirty-five thousand photographs (probably compiled by 
the Turkish courtly and military photographers Ali Sami Akézer, Bahriyeli Ali 


Sami, and Kenan Pasa’*—in order to document the empire in great detail for 
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his own ruling purposes.*® At the time, photographers’ practices were closely 
supervised: Western travel photographers were obliged to seek courtly permis- 
sion, and some were escorted by official forces (zabit) who secretly reported 
their “suspicious behavior”;’” numerous photographs, probably those favored in 
Orientalist markets, were collected and banned because of their perceived sug- 
gestive/erotic (miistehcen) content;'* photographers who “shot the destroyed 
houses during the upheaval in the Armenian streets” were reported to the 
state;? and minority photographers in Sivas and Adana were closely watched.”° 

Such practices and forms of supervision placed nineteenth-century pho- 
tography at the center of numerous debates related not only to Western 
Orientalism and ethnography but also to minority politics, state control, and 
the inner social tensions of the Ottoman Empire. The photographs portray- 
ing various subjects by these photographers have been received by different 
audiences both at the time of their production and thereafter. Tracing the cir- 
culation of the photographs and comparing the content of numerous collec- 
tions highlights that different selections by the same artist appealed to different 
audiences. Despite this diversity of subject and audience, one genre seems to 
have made its way into each of these collections: the panoramic photographs 
of the Bosporus. 

Architecture and cityscape were favorite topics for almost all of the promi- 
nent nineteenth-century photographers, who embarked on a project that was 
no less than a full inventory of the city. Regardless of ideological incentives, one 
can discern a notable emphasis on the Bosporus in various collections includ- 
ing commercial albums distributed in Europe, Abdiilhamid’s own collection 
and gifts to the West, civil collections in Turkey, and the like. When the French 
forces occupied the Ottoman Empire during the First World War, a French 
colonial album (currently in the Getty Research Institute) celebrated this vic- 
tory with nothing but photographs of the Bosporus and panoramic views 
adjacent to the occupying military forces.** The myth of the Bosporus contin- 
ued to inspire leading photographers of the twentieth century, including Ali 
Enis, Othmar Pferschy, and Ara Giiler. As of June 2011, a web-based group on 
Facebook named Old Nostalgic Istanbul Photos had 30,096 members who had 
so far uploaded and discussed, in Turkish, 27,953 cityscapes. These photographs, 
which members must have inherited from their grandparents or collected from 
local books and postcards, constitute one of the largest digital and noncopy- 
righted collections of Istanbul photographs in the world. I will therefore treat 
this archive as a collection that represents local habitants’ voices. 

Architectural and cityscape photographs attracted audiences as diverse 
as Western tourists and occupying military forces, members of the Ottoman 


court, and contemporary and future inhabitants of Istanbul. At the time of 
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their production, the photographs might have appealed to both foreign and 
official audiences because they complied with the expectations of both, com- 
bining what the West wanted to see with what the Ottoman elite wanted the 
world to see. On the one hand, many of the depictions of the Golden Horn 
maintained the Orientalist myth of Istanbul as a beautiful, exotic, unchang- 
ing, and nonmodernizing city without the transformative power of history— 
very common features of latent Orientalism, as Edward Said has characterized 
it.’ On the other hand, the official forces that fought against Orientalism also 
invested in this genre. The Ottoman Palace commissioned photographers to 
represent buildings and landscapes, and distributed courtly orders to help local 
photographers work on the shores of the Bosporus and Kagithane.”* These 
photographs constructed a peaceful, beautiful, contemplative image of Istanbul 
and, predictably, seldom portrayed the frequent fires, minority revolts, or other 
evident signs of tensions within the Ottoman Empire. Only a few such scenes 
fell between the cracks, such as the executions on the streets in Istanbul or the 
unmarked graves of victims of the Armenian massacre in the Anatolian town 
of Karahisar that appeared in an album prepared by a German soldier in 1917, 
which is currently in the Getty’s collection.”* 

That said, these cityscapes, with their wide circulation and their appeal to 
diverse contemporary and future audiences, deserve a closer look, not least 
because of their unyielding power, both for local audiences later in the twenti- 
eth century and within the canon of visual history today. I would like to argue 
that Bosporus photographs, like those taken by Abdullah Fréres, introduce a 
specific genre that constructs a distinct way of looking at the city perhaps not 
readily apparent from the viewpoint of photography’s art historical canon.”° 
This specific perception of the city is especially evident when the photographs 
are viewed together in an album that I characterize as panoramic. I use the term 
panoramic city album, or panoramic city photographs, not necessarily because 
the albums contained panoramas in the technical sense (usually images com- 
posed of two or more prints attached to each other, although some albums did 
include single prints taken for the purpose of a larger panorama) nor because 
the photographs reproduce an aerial gaze from a high point overlooking the 
city (although such photographs certainly made up part of the group). Rather, 
I use the term because these albums constructed a specific perception that 
marked the city as panoramic—namely, a city that viewers commonly enjoy 
by looking at it with a moving eye, a city where watching the view is one of the 
most cherished (and increasingly expansive) experiences of daily life. 

Let me begin with the photographic panorama in the technical sense. James 
Robertson and Felice Beato’s first panorama of Istanbul, photographed in the 
mid-1850s, was taken from the Serasker (Beyazit) Tower rather than the more 
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Fig. 1. 

James Robertson (British, 
1813-88) and Felice Beato 
(British, ca. 1825-ca. 1908). 
Panorama of Constantinople 
from the Seraskier Tower, 
1857, panorama formed of five 
salted paper prints, 24.3 x 
148.2 cm (9% x 58% in.). 
Montreal, Canadian Centre 
for Architecture. 


Fig. 2. 

Guillaume Berggren 
(Swedish, 1835-1920). 
Istanbul panorama (from 
the Galata Tower), ca. 1880, 
photograph, each panel: 
approx. 21.6 x 27 cm 

(81% x 10% in.). 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 


Fig 3. 

Bonfils family (French, 

act. 1800s-1900s). 

Vue prise de Seraskierat, 

ca. 1870, photograph, each 
panel: approx. 21.3 x 27.3 cm 
(83/4 x 10% in.). 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 
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favored Galata Tower. This unusual vantage point has the Bosporus at its center 
and emphasizes the city surrounded by three waters: the Golden Horn, the 
Bosporus, and the Marmara Sea (fig. 1). In contrast, almost all future panora- 
mas of Istanbul depict the historical peninsula and the Golden Horn. Numerous 
panoramas from the Galata Tower by J. Pascal Sébah, Guillaume Berggren, and 
others adopt the same vantage point and reproduce the same composition—the 
same center, frame, and narrative—even though they were taken years apart 
(fig. 2). At first sight, the panoramas look nearly identical, maintaining the 
nineteenth-century myth of Istanbul as a beautiful but nonmodernizing city. It 
is perhaps difficult to record signs of change in the major highlights, such as the 
Topkap Palace, Hagia Sophia, and Sultan Ahmed Mosque, especially when one 
judges from the distant and totalizing aerial view of a panorama. Nonetheless, 
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if one compares these panoramas, many features—the slowly changing urban 
tissue, the new modern buildings and multistory apartments, the disappearance 
of wooden houses and their replacement with wide roads, the debris on the 
ground, the renovation of some houses, the decreasing number of small boats, 
the growing or cutting down of trees, the transformation of the Galata Bridge 
and its increasing number of promenaders—do not escape a careful eye. When 
viewed together, the panoramas testify to the modernization of Istanbul, despite 
their intent to show a familiar view of an allegedly unchanging city. Another 
panorama, probably taken from the Serasker Tower circa 1870, also displays the 
transformation of the city, with modern buildings now texturing the cityscape 
in contrast to Robertson and Beato’s earlier panorama from the same view- 


point (fig. 3; cf. fig. 1). I argue that this panoramic view of the Golden Horn was 


29 
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Fig. 4. transposed to the Bosporus as well, not only in the form of actual panoramas— 


Giilmez Fréres (Ottoman : , 7 ‘ ri 

photography studio, 1870-2). as in the exceptional panorama by Giilmez Fréres that pans Bebek Bay and its 
Panorama of Bebek Ba’ : : : 
Ce eae ae ieee a environs (fig. 4)—but also, and more commonly, in the form of the panoramic 


photograph, each panel: . 
approx. 20.5 x 25.9 cm city album. 


(8% x 10% in.). 
Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. Before considering Abdullah Fréres’ panoramic city photographs, a brief over- 


view of their studio history may be useful, especially given the limited scholar- 
ship available on their influential enterprise. The eldest brother, Vicen, entered 
the photography studio of the German chemist Rabach in 1856, after impressing 
Rabach with his skills in miniature manuscript illumination. Two years later, 
Rabach left his studio to Vicen and Vicen’s two brothers, Hovsep and Kevork. 
In 1863, the Abdullah brothers earned the status of court photographers to the 
Ottoman Empire and, during the very first decade of their commercial work, 
represented the empire at international expositions.** From 1886 to 1895, they 
also managed a branch studio in Egypt. As with many other minority pho- 
tographers, the Abdullah brothers’ relationships with the Ottoman Palace 
were complicated. Kevork Abdullah was politically and intellectually active 
on behalf of the Armenian cause, bringing together intellectuals, writers, and 
artists at his studio in Istanbul.?” When Abdilhamid ascended to power in 
1876, the brothers initially remained court photographers, but this status came 
to a close when the sultan penalized them for allegedly taking his unauthor- 
ized portrait. Abdiilhamid collected these prints by force with an order on 26 
December 1880.”* The brothers’ courtly status was restored in 1890, only for 
their studio to be seized once again two years later, charged with the claim 
that “Armenians photographed women dressed in various clothes offending 
the Muslims” (literal translation: raise suspicion in Muslims’ minds).”’ These 
photographs were destroyed and the brothers were prohibited from such 
engagement. Nonetheless, Abdiilhamid commissioned the brothers to compile 
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albums of Istanbul, which were presented as gifts to the Library of Congress 
and the British Museum Library, and for which the brothers must have shot 
hundreds of frames.*° In 1900, the studio was finally sold to its competitor, 
Sébah & Joaillier.** 

At first sight, Abdullah Fréres’ panoramic city photographs, taken both 
for the Abdiilhamid albums and for the studios own commercial reasons, are 
easy to dismiss as what Wendy Shaw has called “documents without style,’ or 
“informative but compositionally unmeaningful” attempts to represent in the 
absence of a tradition of representation.** According to Shaw, the superiority 
of a Western photographer was a result of his or her place in a long tradition of 
representation, which had taught the rules of “neat,” “balanced? “meaningful” 
images, employing “golden mean and focal point” as well as “depth and visual 
balance.” Lacking those compositional tools and visual traditions, Abdullah 
Fréres, in contrast, produced random photographs that did not deserve the sta- 
tus of art and hence failed to “fully enter the world of modernity-’** 

However convincing Shaw’s formal analysis might be, she inherits two 
common values of the art historical and humanist canon in her judgment of 
Abdullah Fréres’ photographs. The first is the hierarchical division between a 
self-contained “West” in opposition to a self-contained “Orient; the former 
materialized as the possessor of a tradition of representation in contrast to the 
latter’s putative lack of such conventions. Yet Ottoman photographers were not 
isolated from representational traditions: Kevork Abdullah, for example, under- 
took an art education in Venice. Indeed, Pablo Picasso is said to have collected 
eight of their photographs and, in 1914, based a sketch on one of them.** Many 
Ottoman photographers inherited the visual traditions of travelers’ illustrated 
guidebooks and travel literature.*® Engravings of Istanbul (such as the Bosporus 
views and waterfront houses of Thomas Allom and, most notably, Anton Ignace 
Melling’s Voyage pittoresque de Constantinople et du rive de Bosphore of 1819) 
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and the painted panoramas from the Galata Tower already existed at the time. 
Photographers transformed and adapted these visual legacies for their own pur- 
poses, making use of the new medium’s possibilities. 

Shaw’s second criterion of judgment is based on the familiar opposition 
between the constructed photograph and the documentary photograph, mate- 
rialized in a hierarchical manner as the artful, compositional image in con- 
trast to the informative record without style. I do not intend to review here the 
extensive literature around the indexicality of photography or to examine, using 
Susan Sontag’s germane description, its “unappealing reputation of being the 
most realistic, therefore facile, of the mimetic arts.’** However, in the context 
of Said’s critique of Orientalism as “distorted scholarship,” and in the context 
of the seemingly realist Orientalist paintings emanating false information, we 
have to acknowledge that documentary photography is often invested with an 
antidotal power against the constructed or staged photograph. It was the rela- 
tive “truthfulness” of Melling’s engravings that won him a respectable place in 
the minds of local writers and artists including Ahmed Hamdi, Sedad Eldem, 
and Orhan Pamuk. As weak as the distinction between staged and documentary 
photograph might be, it was the informative quality of the architectural pho- 
tograph that motivated, for instance, Vedad Nedim Tor to send the Austrian 
photographer Othmar Pferschy on an extensive tour of Anatolia to take more 
than ten thousand photographs in order to counter Orientalist stereotypes with 
a positive, proactive conception of Turkey’s national image.*’ The perceived real- 
ism of documentary photography might have been a burden, at least according 
to some narratives of European modern art, but it was nonetheless considered 
a powerful tool against Orientalist stereotypes in the context of Ottoman and 


Turkish photography. 


More importantly, I would argue that these photographs did indeed construct 
the “artful” convention of the panoramic city album. It is, in fact, hard to appre- 
ciate Abdullah Fréres’ panoramic photographs of Istanbul at first sight. Their 
photographs can easily be dismissed as careless and hasty. In the 1870s, why 
would a photographer take a carriage to the far end of Istanbul, climb the hills, 
prepare the camera, and wait for the exposure, just to capture an image with 
little discernible content other than a barren foreground, the odd randomly 
placed building, a distant view of the hills, and a strip of water squeezed into 
the frame (fig. 5)? Yet it is precisely this latter feature, this small piece of the 
Bosporus, that makes these photographs meaningful parts of an important 
visualization paradigm. 

A comparative mapping of two albums will illustrate my point. I am using 


the word mapping quite literally here, since it is a cognitive mapping that gives 
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meaning to these photographs. Both albums to be discussed are exclusively 


composed of architectural and cityscape photographs: the first is restricted to 
the historical peninsula alone, while the second moves along the Bosporus and 
the city’s new sections. 

The first album, titled “Stamboul or Constantinople Proper,’ brings together 
framed, carefully sequenced photographs, each correctly captioned in English, 
of the well-known monuments of the historical peninsula.** The album’s nar- 
rative intentionally moves from the gates of the Topkapi Palace to the interior 
of the Baghdad Kiosk and the circumcision room; it then visits the fountain of 
Sultan Ahmet III and, in three consecutive photographs, approaches the exte- 
rior of the Hagia Sophia. The album’s sequence of photographs moves inside 
that building to document the entrance porch, panoramic interior, nave, galler- 
ies, mimbar, and other architectural details. After a few canonical photographs 
of the obelisk of Emperor Theodosius, the Serasker Tower and its gate, and the 


Siileymaniye Mosque, the album concludes with five photographs around the 


Fig. 5. 

Abdullah Fréres (Ottoman 
photography and painting 
studio, 1858-99). 

View across the Bosphorus, 
Constantinople, 1870s-80s, 
albumen silver print, 24 x 
28cm (9!2 x 11% in.). 
Montreal, Canadian Centre for 
Architecture. 
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Diagram 1. 

Route tracking the locations 
photographed for the 
undated album “Stamboul 
or Constantinople Proper” by 
multiple photographers. 


Fig 6. 

Abdullah Fréres (Ottoman 
photography and painting 
studio, 1858-99). 

Vue prise de Rouméli Hissar 
(Bosphore), Chateau des 
ambassadeurs, les 7 tours, 
ca. 1885, photograph from 
untitled album, page: 34.6 x 
45.1 cm (13% x 17% in.); 
image: 23.8 x 29.8cm 
(93% x 115% in.). 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 


Fig. 7. 

Abdullah Fréres (Ottoman 
photography and painting 
studio, 1858-99). 
Stamboul. Vue du quai de 
Boyouk Deré, ca. 1885, 
photograph from untitled 
album, page: 34.4 x 41 cm 
(13% x 161% in.); 

image: 24 x 30.2 cm 

(914 x 11% in.). 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 


city walls that encircle the historical peninsula. Diagram 1 charts a rough itiner- 
ary of this photographic journey. 

The second album, by Abdullah Fréres, bears the title “Vues et types de 
Constantinople: Photographie d’aprés nature.” In contrast to the previous vol- 
ume, this album does not follow the above compositional rules.*? It shifts the 
viewer's attention outward to the developing sections of the city and, more par- 
ticularly, to the Bosporus, portrayed without captions. The album commences 
with courtly monuments, both on the historical peninsula and elsewhere, such 
as the Topkap1 Palace gate, the fountain of Sultan Mihrisah in Sweet Waters, 
and the gate of Dolmabah¢e Palace. The monuments of the historical penin- 
sula are given their proper place and photographed with proper compositional 
means. These include the Azakkap1 Fountain, the tomb of Sultan Mahmud, 
the Hagia Sophia and the Sultan Ahmed Mosque, and the obelisk of Emperor 
Theodosius, as well as the newer mosques of Nurosmaniye and Tophane. 
Thereafter, the album moves to a series of Bosporus photographs, depicting 
anonymous houses or cityscapes in a seemingly random itinerary but nonethe- 
less in conversation with each other. Similar Bosporus photographs are very 
common in Abdullah Freres’ other albums, and many still capture the imagi- 
nation of modern-day residents, visitors, and Facebook fans (fig. 6). At first 
sight, many of the images in this album appear arbitrarily chosen and poorly 
framed, with no obvious focus of attention or sense of composition (see fig. 5). 
Taken either from a hill or from sea level, these photographs depict the facades 
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Stamboul. Vue du Quai de Royouk Deré (H! Bosphore) 
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Diagram 2. 

Route tracking the locations 
photographed for the Abdullah 
Fréres album “Vues et types de 
Constantinople: Photographie 
d’aprés nature” (ca. 1885). 
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of anonymous waterfront houses and discernible Bosporus towns, such as the 
view of Bityiikdere, a favorite location for many photographers (fig. 7). The 
order of the photographs in this album is not particularly systematic, but upon 
closer inspection, one notices that two or three consecutive photographs create 
a dialogue with one another, a dialogue that is especially evident to those with 
an intimate knowledge of the city. 

As the viewer turns the pages, the album depicts the official buildings along 
the Bosporus, such as the British Embassy in Tarabya, along with the embassies’ 
rowboats. Thereafter, the album's content crosses the Bosporus to the Asian side 
to illustrate the Beykoz Mansion; the gate of Beylerbeyi Palace (the photograph 
looks out to the Bosporus from the gate rather than to the palace itself); the 
Mansion of Sweet Waters and its view from above. In three consecutive pho- 
tographs, we look at a steamboat, at first anchored adjacent to the waterfront 
houses in Biiyiikdere, then traveling on the open water between destinations, 
and finally anchored again in a broader context than the first photograph. After 
traveling along the Bosporus, the album returns to the modern district of Pera 
(capturing the view of the historical peninsula this time from Pera), including 
the modern embassy buildings. This album, too, concludes with photographs 
of the walls encircling the city. Even though some of the photographs do not 
adhere to the expected sequence, the album makes a rough loop that begins at 
the historical peninsula, travels along the European side of the Bosporus to its 
farthest end, and depicts the sites of Tarabya before crossing the Bosporus to 
the Asian coast and returning to the peninsula via the neighborhood of Pera. 
Diagram 2 shows a rough itinerary of this journey. 

There were numerous albums, or consecutive album pages, in which photo- 
graphs of the Bosporus were presented in a similar panoramic manner. In some 
of the albums, panoramic photographs were placed side by side, as if to invite 
the eye to look beyond the frame (fig. 8). Guillaume Berggren, for instance, 
prepared an album titled “Vues du Bosphore” composed exclusively of photo- 
graphs of Bityiikdere, a distant small town on the shore of the Bosporus.*° The 
panoramic city photographs are best experienced consecutively by turning the 
pages of an album, as if rolling out or walking along an extended panorama, 
or circling the rotunda of a painted panorama, or (perhaps more importantly) 
as if sailing along the Bosporus or observing the shore from a distance with 
a moving eye. The most obvious sign of making an implied panorama of the 
Bosporus may be the photographing of the coastline from a boat, thus depicting 
the city from a sailor’s or fisherman’s viewpoint. This is apparent in Berggren’s 
panorama of Biiyiikdere (fig. 9), and in a later city album signed by M.C.* 

Rather than staging monuments in a carefully constructed frame, as in most 


travelers’ guidebooks of the period, these panoramic city photographs represent 
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buildings as part of a sequence of views of the Bosporus. This visualization 
invites the viewer to expand the actual frame of the photograph, to imagine the 
sea and the city beyond the limits of the photograph, to locate the object in the 
context of the city, and to complement the view by imagining the continuity of 
the Bosporus. Stephan Oettermann explains the type of vision that led to a pano- 
rama as “primarily a way of ‘getting a grip’ on things, a grip that leaves what is 
observed undamaged, but surrounds and seizes the whole.” This is a recognition 
that images “could appear as a detail or ‘segment’ of reality... the detail now 
demanded completion; it exerted pressure to cross the frame.’*” Additionally, 
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Fig. 8. 

Sébah & Joaillier 

(Ottoman photography studio, 
1888-ca. 1950). 

Roumeli Hissar, The Castle 

of Europe (left) and Roumeli 
Hissar, Southern Tower (right). 
From Sébah & Joaillier, 


“Constantinople 1885,” album 


of photographs, 1885, n.p. 
Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 


Fig. 9. 

Guillaume Berggren 

(Swedish, 1835-1920). 

Vue générale de Buyukdéré. 
From Guillaume Berggren, 
“Vues du Bosphore,” album of 
photographs, ca. 1885, n.p. 
Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 
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in the case of Istanbul photographs, the segmented view of the Bosporus can be 
appreciated only in the context of an implied panorama, with a cognitive map, 
a map in the mind’s eye that consciously or subconsciously locates these images 
on the Bosporus. The panoramic Istanbul photograph becomes a panorama 
because the viewer completes the frame with his or her cognitive map of the 
city. One of the major, well-deserved criticisms of Orientalist “armchair” art- 
ists was their secondhand portrayal of the lands and peoples of the East. Many 
Orientalist painters produced scenes of Turkish baths and harems without ever 
having visited such sites. Conversely, it would be difficult for audiences who 
have never been to Istanbul to appreciate these panoramic cityscapes, but it is 
quite likely that the local inhabitants and photographers who regularly trav- 
eled along the Golden Horn and the Bosporus mastered the cognitive map 
that allowed for such an appreciation. With the launch of the Sirket-i Hayriye 
commuter boats in 1854 along the Bosporus, the view of the city from the sea 
became accessible to an even wider audience of inhabitants. This may also 
account for the cityscapes’ appeal to current residents of Istanbul. Thus, the 
panoramic city photographs unmade Orientalism, even though they simulta- 
neously constructed an idealized image of Istanbul devoid of its many tensions. 
They became meaningful only with the knowledge of the actual city, by actually 
being there—not by relying on a fantastical vision transmitted through false 
representation as would have been the case in Orientalist representations. 

The indexical and analog photograph—unlike a painting, an architectural 
drawing, an engraving, and later, a digital photograph that allows for easy 
modification—bears a closer relationship to actuality, a feature that becomes 
significant in the historical context of Orientalism. During the time of analog 


photography, it was common to create staged harem scenes in studios, hire 
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Vue yortale Buy wtidiré 


models to stand lazily in front of monuments, or turn the camera’s eye away 
from the violence on the streets, but it was not easy to manipulate or alter the 
cityscape or a building. This was not the “post-photographic era,” to borrow 
William Mitchell’s term, when the editors of a magazine could effortlessly pho- 
toshop pyramids closer to each other in order to create a more exotic effect on 
the cover or discreetly add a pointed dome, fashion an exaggerated ornament, 
change the placement and number of minarets on a building.*? While the rela- 
tive realism of analog photography constituted, at least for some, an obstacle for 
its appreciation in the modern art canon, this was its major strength in fight- 
ing against the stereotypes of another canon. Photography, when theorized by 
attending to its practices beyond Europe and North America, thus finds a new 
meaningful voice in art history. Additionally, Istanbul photographers made a 
major contribution to the history of this medium, I have suggested, both by 
perfecting the art and technique of a photographic panorama and by creating a 
genre based on a panoramic vision that can be appreciated through a cognitive 
map or decent knowledge of the city. 


Coda 


I would like to end this essay with another layer in the biography of these pho- 
tographs, which I was initially attracted to as a scholar of modern architecture. 
Istanbul's writers in the early twentieth century politicized the visual memory 
carried in these photographs through a resistant melancholy, precisely because 
the city’s urban fabric was put under threat during their time. Istanbul’s wooden 
houses were left to slowly decay, old neighborhoods had long been rapidly 
perishing due to extensive and regular fires,** and the waterfront houses were 
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abandoned for use as coal storage. With the collapse of the Ottoman Empire 
and the birth of the Turkish nation in the twentieth century, the ruling elite 
transferred the country’s resources to the new capital, Ankara, and to Anatolian 
cities through top-down modernization projects. The devaluation of Istanbul as 
an old, decaying, and shrinking city during the first half of the twentieth century 
produced a literature of resistant melancholy among the early Republican writ- 
ers and architects who portrayed the city as the last remnant of a lost Eastern 


civilization. In 1944, the prominent author Ahmed Hamdi Tanpinar wrote: 


What you call civilization resembles this old mansion [Iste medeniyet 
dedigin bu eski konaga benzer].... Then, there comes a moment when the 
mansion burns down. Now, we resemble those bodies that we see in the 
rubble. Tons of trash, blackened column, rotten iron, smoke burning here 
and there, smut and mud.... The whole Istanbul...seemed...to share the 
fate of this orphan whose secret was just disclosed. The Orient was dead 
[Sark dlmiistii].*° 


Abdiilhak Sinasi Hisar’s book Bogazigi Mehtaplari (The full moons of the 
Bosporus) presented a similar eulogy to the decaying city.*° This book is a tex- 
tual metaphor of a Bosporus panorama, which Hisar defined as “a poetry that 
lasts for kilometers.’*” The book offers no plot, no notable character, no conver- 
sational dialogues, no story line or dramatic incident consequential for others, 
no chronology of occasional events, but rather a pure description of life in the 
old waterfront houses. Word after word, sentence after sentence, almost nothing 
“happens” in this book but a long description that continues for a condensed 195 
pages. It requires the reader to meditate upon descriptions without expecting 
a thrilling mystery, pathos, or even an emerging character; to contemplate the 
writer's extensive but intentional repetitions; and to mourn over, and perhaps 
protest against, the disappearance of Istanbul’s houses: “The Bosporus has an 
effective and melancholic beauty like a full moon [mehtap gibi tesirli ve hiiziinlii 
bir giizellik]....1 cannot believe this past has been wasted. ... The Bosporus is the 
most beautiful part of the unmatched Istanbul, and yet, like all subtle and gra- 
cious things, it has a sad beauty [mahsun bir giizellik]?** The seemingly benign 
and apolitical visual memory that had been constructed in the nineteenth- 
century panoramic city photographs was thus implicitly politicized by local audi- 
ences through a resistant melancholy against the interventionist forces of their 
own state.*? As such, these photographs continued to resist disciplinary gaze and 
unmake Orientalism—as long as this word means “Western” instrumental rep- 
resentations of the “Orient” that maintain a divide between the two—by increas- 


ingly becoming the voice of Istanbul's residents and making their history. 


11. 
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TWO OR THREE DIMENSIONS? 
Scale, Photography, and Egypt’s Pyramids 


From the moment of its invention, photography was linked to ancient Egypt. 
When Dominique Francois Arago, permanent secretary to the Académie des 
sciences, publicly introduced photography to the Chambre des députés in 
1839, he contrasted the new technology to the efforts of Napoleonic draftsmen 
in Egypt. 


Everyone will imagine the extraordinary advantages which could have 
been derived from so exact and rapid a means of reproduction during the 
expedition to Egypt; everybody will realize that had we had this process in 
1798 we would possess today faithful pictorial records of that which the 
learned world is forever deprived of by the greed of the Arabs and the van- 
dalism of certain travelers. 

To copy the millions and millions of hieroglyphs which cover even 
the exterior of the great monuments of Thebes, Memphis, Karnak and oth- 
ers would require decades of time and legions of draftsmen. By daguerreo- 
type, one person would suffice to accomplish this immense work 
successfully. ... Innumerable hieroglyphics as they are in reality will replace 


those which now are invented or designed by approximation.* 


For Arago, Louis-Jacques-Mandé Daguerre’s invention competed with Napoleon 
Bonaparte’s supreme achievement, Description de l’Egypte (1809-22), and 
because of the former’s speed and “fidelity of detail,” it won.” One man wielding 
the new camera could replace twenty years of work by “legions of draftsmen” 
Of course, photography diminishes all things to human scale. Indeed, this 
was considered one of its wondrous achievements. In 1849 David Brewster had 
underscored that the sculptor now “may virtually carry in his portfolio... the 
gigantic sphinxes of Egypt.’ If Brewster celebrated the portability of colossi 
made miniature, other photographers noted the diminution with greater frus- 
tration. The medium’s miniaturization of the world was especially problematic 
for photographers who trained their lenses not on hieroglyphs but on ancient 
Egyptian monuments, not on the detail but on the overwhelming whole. In 


their 1862 publication La vallée du Nil: Impressions et photographies, Henry 
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Fig. 1. 

Francis Frith (English, 
1822-98). 

The Pyramids of Giza, Egypt, 
1857, photograph. 
Philadelphia Museum of Art. 


Fig. 2. 

André Dutertre (French, 
1753-1842). 

Pyramides de Memphis. 

Vue de la seconde pyramide, 
prise du coté du levant. 

From Description de |’Egypte 
[1809-22], vol. 5, Antiquités 
(Paris: Panckoucke, 1820- 
30), pl. 10. 

Berkeley, California, Bancroft 
Library. 
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Cammas and André Lefévre noted that “our cameras had notably reduced the 
size of the temples, and at a certain point we felt the need to rectify this by pro- 
viding an indication of their colossal proportions.”* Their solution, given very 
long exposure times, was the fabrication of a dummy that they named Abou- 
Simbel. Reliance on the human body as a measure was a commonplace then, as 
now, to suggest size, but as we will see it posed its own problems. 

Few man-made structures have enraptured photographers more than Egypt’s 
immense pyramids, yet representing their immensity has always been challeng- 
ing. The nineteenth-century English photographer Francis Frith complained 
about the difficulty: “The Pyramids are in full view almost all of the way, and 
seem ever to remain at the same distance from the eye, even until one stands 
close under them, when their vastness becomes suddenly oppressive.”* Let us 
pause over this remark: the Pyramids seem always to remain the same distance 
from the eye. That is, they appear always the same size: if they were closer they 
would seem bigger; if they appeared to be farther away they would seem smaller, 
but somehow they do not look either closer or more distant according to where 
one stands. Instead, they appear the same. What this suggests is Frith’s appre- 
hension that it was difficult to represent their immensity: to make them appear 
the extraordinary, colossal, man-made monuments audiences assumed them to 
be. I think this effect of sameness is corroborated by many nineteenth-century 
photographs of the Pyramids that imply constancy no matter where the camera 
was positioned, whether ten miles away or one mile away (fig. 1). Partly because 
of their geometric simplicity, the Pyramids appear always similar, especially in 
relation to the emptiness around them: unclouded sky and desert sand. As Frith 
states, “the Pyramids are in full view almost all of the way.’ They are seldom 
overlapped (except by the Sphinx). Surely the eye’s difficulty in gauging dis- 
tances across such unmarked emptiness exacerbates our sense of the Pyramids’ 
relative sizelessness. 

This effect was remarked by people other than photographers. In the 
Napoleonic Description de l’Egypte, repetition of the Pyramids across plates and 
within single images verified the constancy of their pyramidal form; it subjected 
their variety and complexity to the ruthless simplification of pure Euclidean 
shape.® Although repetition makes possible heterogeneity or variability of effect 
in these plates, it ultimately underscores these monuments’ eternal, a priori 
geometry. The plate by André Dutertre is no exception (fig. 2). The quick reces- 
sion of pyramids into the distance describes the progressive simplification from 
right to left of heterogeneous, irregular materials into unified, ideal geometric 
form. Distance turns the variable phenomena of our world into the view from 
nowhere of orthographic projection.’ Yet Dutertre’s picture also compels us to 


move in the opposite direction from left to right, from distance to closeness. 
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What makes his picture extraordinary is the view at right of a pyramid from 
very close. Proximity, Dutertre’s representation tells us, disintegrates conceptual 
unities into a material irregularity that verges on the formless. 

When Frith turned to the Pyramids as seen from up close, he, like many 
other voyagers, stated that their sudden vastness was oppressive. Here is the 
phenomenological contradiction that interests me: even as the viewer gets 
closer to the Pyramids they seem far away, but then suddenly one feels over- 
whelmed or dominated. Abruptly the Pyramids feel huge. Of course, not every- 
one agreed: Vivant Denon, Napoleon's arts administrator, claimed that the 
Pyramids appeared disappointingly small up close until he began to measure 


their constituent stones: 


On approaching these colossal monuments, their angular and inclined 
form takes away from the appearance of their height, and deceives the eye: 
besides, as everything that is regular is small or great only by comparison, 
these masses, though they surpass every object that surrounds them, yet 
do not equal the extent of a mountain (the only great body with which the 
mind naturally compares them), the spectator is astonished to feel within 
himself an abatement of that impression which they had produced while 
at a distance; but as soon as he begins to measure by a known scale these 


gigantic productions of art, they recover their immensity.® 


According to many, apprehension of the Pyramids’ colossal size depended 
on knowing the size of their constituent parts. For Immanuel Kant, German 
theorist of the sublime, the challenge was to simultaneously experience the 
Pyramids’ parts and the overwhelming whole. To appreciate their immensity, 
according to Kant, we need to appreciate their composite man-made character. 
Kant takes the need to apprehend the constructed character of the Pyramids so 


much for granted that he does not defend this presumption: 


[Claude Etienne] Savary’s observations in his account of Egypt [demon- 
strated] that in order to get the full emotional effect of the size of the 
Pyramids we must avoid coming too near just as much as remaining too 
far away. For in the latter case [being too far away] the representation of 
the apprehended parts (the tiers of stones) is but obscure, and produces no 
effect upon the aesthetic judgment of the subject. [However,] in the former 
[being too close],...it takes the eye some time to complete the apprehen- 
sion from the base to the summit; but in this interval the first tiers always 
in part disappear before the imagination has taken in the last, and so the 


comprehension is never complete.’ 
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Like Denon, Kant assumes each pyramid’s immense scale could only be appre- 
ciated if the viewer was aware of its constitutive parts, its making. For Kant, 
there can be no aesthetic judgment without seeing the layers of rocks; the 
Pyramids must be seen as man-made. I am inverting Kant’s emphasis. His con- 
cern is our incapacity to comprehend the overwhelming, colossal, pyramidal 
whole when visiting a monument that up close can appear to be a pile of rocks. 
Kant conjures an experiential, phenomenological amnesia; only so many rocks 
can be remembered at a time. One never arrives experientially at a summation 
of the parts."° 

My emphasis, by contrast, is that some effort must be exerted (perhaps 
especially in two-dimensional representation) to prevent the accumulation 
of discrete rocks from disappearing altogether, given the power of the simpli- 
fied geometric form to subsume irregularity and formal complexity. So many 
photographs of the Pyramids attest to that absorption of particularity by sim- 
plified geometric shape. Thus while Kant and Savary worried that pyramids 
disintegrated into heaps of rocks, I worry that tiers of rocks disappear into 
ideal form, or perhaps into Frith’s distant view wherein the pyramid always 
appears the same. And when the tiers of rocks disappear, we lose awareness 
of the sustained labor that made the Pyramids remarkable. For this reason I 
especially appreciate the accomplishment of Dutertre’s plate, the rare image 
capable of conveying the Pyramids’ immensity as well as their composite—that 
is, man-made—character. 

What Kant and I share is an anxiety that we cannot hold together whole 
and part, an awareness of colossal form and constituent material. Photography 
would seem the medium least likely to resolve the quandaries posed either by 
me or by Kant. On the one hand, photography cannot stop individual parts 
from being subsumed by the ideal whole when the pyramid is seen from a dis- 
tance, whether in shadow or in light: this is another way to interpret Frith’s 
remark. And on the other hand, photography does not allow us to see the 
pyramid as whole monument while up close to its constituent stones. Take, 
for example, the remark made by one of the medium’s most thoughtful skep- 
tics, Lady Elizabeth Eastlake, writing in 1857: “[Art’s] great aim is to produce a 
whole; the more photography advances in the execution of parts, the less does 
it give the idea of completeness.”"* The painter Eugéne Delacroix made the same 
point, seeing a photograph as an arbitrary fragment wherein the contingent 
details, “more often than not, obstruct the view because they occur in the fore- 
ground.” Frith expressed similar complaints. 

Luckily, the Pyramids were surrounded by empty deserts. Yet that absence of 
obstruction also undermined our capacity to read the Pyramids’ size in distant 


views: in such photographs, whether by Frith or Maxime Du Camp or countless 
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others, how can we ascertain how many miles separate us from the Pyramids 
(see fig. 1)? By contrast, proximate views privileged the parts but prevented us 
from seeing the monuments in their entirety. How then could a photographer 
most effectively represent the colossal? To some degree, the colossal depends 
on our awareness of the difference between what we know by seeing and what 
we know (and make) by moving our bodies. Perhaps this explains the popular- 
ity of photographs and stereoviews that represent tourists and Egyptian guides 
clambering up the Pyramids’ stone blocks (figs. 3, 4). Although stereoviews 
reproduced the long views of photographs, more often they moved in close, 
and the effects of their proximate views were remarkably anchored to the body’s 
physical experiences. Oliver Wendell Holmes, the most enthusiastic of earlier 
admirers of the stereoview, describes his experience looking at stereoviews 
through lenses thus: “I creep over the vast features of Ramses, on the face of his 
rockhewn Nubian temple; I scale the huge mountain-crystal that calls itself the 
Pyramid of Cheops. I pace the length of the three Titanic stones of the wall of 
Baalbec—mightiest masses of quarried rock that man has lifted into the air”? 
Holmes is conjuring a physical activity as much as an optical one: he creeps; 
he scales; he paces. And to some extent, he is right. Exploiting the fact that our 


two eyes see the world differently because they are some two and a half inches 
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apart, the photographic stereoview provides us with two dissimilar images that 


we optically conjoin, thereby reproducing our sense of depth.“ 

Seen through lenses, the Keystone stereoview titled The Difficult Ascent of 
the Great Pyramid, Giza, Egypt conveys the sheer size of the Pyramids’ constitu- 
ent blocks in a way few photographs manage (see fig. 4). Indeed, stereoviews 
offer exceptionally successful illusions of rocks as three-dimensional volumes. 
Stereoscope, a word coined by Charles Wheatstone, who invented the medium, 
means “to see solids,’ but the term solid is misleading because of its implication 
of material density.’ What stereoviews offer is not so much a sense of solidity 
as a sense of dimensionality (I would be inclined to use the word volume), but 
even here we need to be cautious. If we look at another stereoview, The Sphinx, 
Gizeh, Egypt, through the provided lenses—showing the pyramid seen from a 
distance—the stereoscopic illusion emphasizes the overlap of hard-edged flat 
shapes (fig. 5). Like a theater’s wings, these flat shapes create a sense of lay- 
ered space even as they tend to flatten the volumes themselves. Immediately 
we appreciate why stereoviews fill their foregrounds with persons and animals: 
they serve as the requisite overlapping planes, but as flat planes such figures 
are especially frightening. While their three-dimensionality is somewhat sug- 


gested from our point of view—at least light-colored drapery balloons out 
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Fig. 3. 

Second pyramid of Gizah, 
late 1800s. 

Albumen print. 

Collection of Darcy Grimaldo 
Grigsby. 


Fig. 4. 

Keystone View Company 
(American stereograph studio, 
1890s-ca. 1970s). 

The Difficult Ascent of the 
Great Pyramid, Giza, Egypt, 
1890s, stereoview. 

Collection of Darcy Grimaldo 
Grigsby. 
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Fig. 5. 

Keystone View Company 
(American stereograph studio, 
1890s-ca. 1970s). 

The Sphinx, Gizeh, Egypt, 
1890s, stereoview. 

Collection of Darcy Grimaldo 
Grigsby. 


Fig. 6. 

Keystone View Company 
(American stereograph studio, 
1890s-ca. 1970s). 

Looking Up an Angle of the 
Great Pyramid, Showing the 
Difficulties of Its Ascent, 
Egypt, 1890s, stereoview. 
Collection of Darcy Grimaldo 
Grigsby. 
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toward us—the far side of the people (and animals too for that matter) disap- 
pears and we see them as eerily bifurcated bodies. Dimensional on one side; 
entirely absent on the other. 

What stereoviews dramatize is the incommensurability between one lateral 
plane and another. Their most powerful effects derive from staggered hard- 
edged shapes in the foreground or middle ground. Our heightened sense of 
depth results Jess from an illusion of the three-dimensionality of solids or vol- 
umes and more from a powerful apprehension of the abrupt gaps between 
things. In this stereoview, we see a gap between the shallow sandy foreground 
stage upon which the figures and animals stand, and the dramatic drop behind 
it (see fig. 5). The stereoview is a mechanism by which emptiness is most effec- 
tively conjured. Materiality appears to erupt in a series of staccato flat edges that 
emphasize not things but the intervening spaces between them. 

And scale? The strangeness of stereoviews lies in the way they turn vast 
material things into images, images unable to convey their immensity. Stereo- 
views make colossi appear like models. A writer reviewing the Crystal Palace 
exhibition (1851) for a London paper argued that the stereoviews of the 
immense exhibition resembled “a view as if the pictures were taken from a 
small model of the building brought sufficiently near for the whole to be within 
the distance influenced by the angle of the eyes. In fact, instead of seeing the 
object itself, you see a miniature model of it brought close to the eyes; so that, 
in this instance, the stereoscopic Daguerréotypes actually surpass the reality.” *° 
Physiological factors explain why, in stereoviews, big things seem to be minia- 
ture models. Here were images that the eye alone could never have achieved. 
The nineteenth-century theorist of vision David Brewster believed that the 
lenses of stereoscopic cameras should not be farther apart than human eyes, 
which he generalized as some two and a half inches apart—but he made one 
exception, and it was for “colossal statues” and buildings, which needed to be 
viewed at a great distance in order to be seen in their entirety.’’ 

The problem was that distance diminished the appearance of three-dimen- 
sional relief. Human eyes are too close together to allow for the binocular paral- 
lax required to create a sense of relief in very distant objects. Brewster's answer 
was to propose increasing the distance between the stereoscopic camera’s two 
lenses. He explains that for an object to appear in relief, we need information 
about the sides of the object normally eclipsed when the object is seen at a great 
distance. Enlarging the distance between the camera’s two lenses to capture the 
sides of the colossal object would permit us to see it in relief as our own eyes 
could not. But the problem, as Brewster himself concedes, was that the colossus 
appeared to be a miniature model. The stereoview produces “the impression of 


viewing a reduced copy of the oversized structure.”"* Here again we encounter a 
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perceptual bind: knowledge of the entirety of the actual colossal monument is 
gained by making it appear miniature and unreal. 

In stereoviews, we are made aware of the dimensionality of the world. Our 
sense of the vast emptiness of intervening gaps is heightened, but the material- 
ity of our world is also compressed, flattened into disparate planes, and made 
toylike. So much space looms between such miniature things. And stereoviews 
of long views of the Pyramids seldom convey their immensity, even their 
dimensionality; they appear as the constant and distant image Frith complained 
about. The faraway pyramid is flattened because we cannot see its sides. The 
proximate views are better, but how effectively can they convey the endless- 
ness of these rising tiers of rocks? Or the height of these monuments? When 
one studies the stereoviews titled Looking Up an Angle of the Great Pyramid, 
Showing the Difficulties of Its Ascent, Egypt and The Difficult Ascent of the Great 
Pyramid, Giza, Egypt without viewing lenses, one notes the way the single 
photograph seen by the naked eye emphasizes the distance between us and 
the highest figures ascending the man-made mountain (fig. 6; see fig. 4). But 
looking at them through lenses, one sees how riveting the foreground becomes. 
Here is an area of heightened dramatic contrast: each rock, each crevice is dis- 
tinct and separate, and the most proximate rocks are simply astonishing. The 
empty spaces between things are irresistible. By contrast, the extension into the 
distance, which in this case is also the height of the receding ascent, appears 
less dramatic. Without the lenses, the farthest figures had appeared very, very 
small; the pyramid seemed to rise to tremendous heights because the higher 
figures were so diminished relative to the foreground figures. Yet seen through 
lenses, the stereoview makes those highest figures appear larger and they there- 
fore seem closer; the portion we see of the pyramid appears less high and the 
pyramid therefore less colossal. 

These differences between the effects of stereoviews with or without lenses or 
between photographs and stereoviews seen through lenses are due to what sci- 
entists call size constancy.? Size constancy is the reason we see the distant girl 
in a psychology illustration as much larger than her size on the surface of the 
picture (fig. 7). When we look at the world we tend “to restore the ‘real’ charac- 
teristics of an object despite adverse stimulus-conditions.’”° This phenomenon 
is what one scientist has called our “phenomenal regression to the ‘real’ object?” 
Thus we tend to see distant persons as larger than they appear because we know 
what size they are. Representations often mitigate this effect but not entirely. 
The more we are aware of the representation’s surface, the harder it is to sustain 
the illusion and the more we are inclined to acknowledge the discrepancy in 


size of near and far objects. 


TWO OR THREE DIMENSIONS? 


When we look at a stereoview through lenses, the photographic surface 


seems to disappear and we approximate actual binocular vision. For this reason, 
size constancy operates in viewing a stereoview to a greater degree than it does 
in viewing a photograph. Thus, viewing a stereoview, objects in the distance 
appear larger and the distance itself less deep. Photographs therefore suggest 
certain kinds of immensity far more effectively than stereoviews; photographs 
better evoke an extension into the distance because faraway figures (or identifi- 
able things) appear much smaller. What the stereoview does that the photo- 
graph cannot is suggest the three-dimensionality of proximate things and the 
extent of the space between one thing and another. Yet the stereoview is dis- 
concerting because its effect is discontinuous. Rocks appear relatively solid or 
three-dimensional, but people appear as only slightly dimensional cutouts. The 
discrepancy is strange and confusing. Somehow we perceive the empty space 
between foreground rock and the rock behind it, but the figures do not seem 
to fill that space; we feel we can sense the width of the rocks upon which the 
figures stand but not the thickness of the people. 

What feels certain is that people can offer an approximate measure of height. 
I say “approximate” because some are adults and some are children, some are 


men and some are women, and because figures in the distance do not appear 
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Fig. 7. 

Edwin G. Boring 

(American, 1886-1968). 
Size-Constancy in a Picture. 
From The American Journal of 
Psychology 77, no. 3 (1964): 
497. 
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as small (or as distant) as they are. Still, the stereoview allows us to scale the 
Pyramids, to cite Holmes, and that word is appropriate: stereoviews better than 
photographs permit us to imagine not just a bodily relationship to its parts but 
a virtual experience of its size. 

Indeed, I would argue that Looking Up an Angle of the Great Pyramid, 
Showing the Difficulties of Its Ascent, Egypt (see fig. 6) succeeds much as 
Dutertre’s engraving does. This stereoview suggests both the Great Pyramid’s 
part and its entirety and I think it does so to some extent with or without lenses. 
In answer to Kant’s anxious fear of a phenomenological amnesia as we ascend 
the pyramid and forget the rocks behind us, here is a representation that sug- 
gests the materiality of the gigantic rocks as well as the shape and height of 
the pointed pyramid created by those individual parts. While I admit that the 
height (what in this context I might call the distance up and back) is less acute 
here when seen with lenses, I think the sacrifice is warranted by the technol- 
ogy’s strange capacity to convince us that we ourselves scale immense rocks. 
After all, no technology, no form of representation, allows us to have our cake 
and eat it too: we must choose between the effect of distance and the effect of 
materiality. And like so many nineteenth-century viewers, I willingly draw a 
cumbersome apparatus up to my eyes in order to pretend I know what it is like 
to scale the pyramid itself, one rock at a time, without forgetting the entirety of 


this seemingly timeless geometric form. 


Notes 

This essay overlaps with my discussion of stereoviews in chapters five and six 
of my book Colossal: Engineering the Suez Canal, Statue of Liberty, Eiffel Tower, 
and Panama Canal (Pittsburgh: Periscope, 2012). I also discuss Napoleonic 
representations of ancient Egypt’s pyramids in chapter one. Unless otherwise 
indicated, all translations are mine. Julie Wolf photographed the illustrations in 


my collection. 
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DANDIES ON THE PYRAMIDS 
Photography and German-Speaking Artists in Cairo 


During the winter months of 1875/1876, a group of six male travelers posed for a 
photographer on the outskirts of Cairo (fig. 1). In their self-conscious display of 
sartorial fineries and foppish poses, the group portrait bespeaks their collective 
performance of masculine artistic swagger and urbane identity, yet the signs of 
their actual location and pursuits are merely evoked in the pyramidal stack of 
luggage directly behind them, with wooden easels at either base extending from 
the photograph’s corners toward the summit of gathered hats. The setting itself 
is all but erased by the washed background, the tightly cropped space, and the 
low camera angle. Their foreground rapidly gives way to an absence of detail at 
the limits of daytime photography’s technical capability. Within this confined, 
indeterminate space, the six sitters are compelled to overlap one another in 
front of the camera, to bunch together and accept, if not embrace, the physical 
conditions of their altered travel arrangements. 

Almost half a century later this photograph appeared in the published cor- 
respondence of the group’s host and ostensible leader, the Viennese Orientalist 
painter Leopold Carl Miiller, with the associated caption: “A Pleasurable Society. 
Prince Karl Khevenhiiller, Gnauth, Lenbach, Makart, Huber, and Miller. After 
a photograph by Steiner in Cairo.”’ Such textual framing of the photograph 
underscores the subjects’ implied priorities, with the collective pursuit of leisure 
placed before individual professional aspirations. The caption also confirms 
the identities of the renowned sitters and their hired photographer: from left 
to right, the Austrian prince Karl Khevenhiiller, the Stuttgart architect Adolf 
Gnauth, the Munich painter Franz von Lenbach, and the Viennese artists Hans 
Makart, Carl Rudolf Huber, and Leopold Carl Miiller. The Viennese commer- 
cial photographer Ludwig Steiner had been resident in Cairo since the mid- 
1860s, catering to the expanding foreign market for local souvenirs of Egypt.’ 
As a German-speaking expatriate, he represented an obvious companion on 
their excursion consistent with the shared imperial, all-male criterion of inclu- 
sion in the party. 

Although the group photographs that resulted from this excursion are few in 
number and scattered in various archives, there are several reasons to examine 


the conditions of their production and designation as “Orientalist” photographs. 
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Fig. 1. 

Attributed to Ludwig Steiner 
(Austrian, dates unknown). 
Untitled (Group portrait of 
Prince Karl Khevenhiiller, Adolf 
Gnauth, Franz von Lenbach, 
Hans Makart, Carl Rudolf 
Huber, and Leopold Car! 
Miller), 1875-76, albumen 
print from collodion-on-glass 
negative, 21.5 x 26.5 cm 
(8% x 101% in.). 

Salzburg, Salzburg Museum. 
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At a broad level, this essay aims to contribute toward a shift in critical debate 


from Anglo-French Orientalism to the cross-cultural encounters and histories 
of other regional axes, such as between Vienna and Cairo. Whereas some of 
these travelers working in the high cultural product of oil painting are well 
known to art historians, their Orientalist pursuits have received much less 
critical scrutiny than their Anglo-French contemporaries. In the preface to his 
landmark publication Orientalism, Edward Said acknowledged that his analy- 
sis could not “do justice to...the important contributions to Orientalism of 
Germany, Italy, Russia, Spain, and Portugal” Yet even among this list of omit- 
ted countries, the Austrian Empire—one of the preeminent European pow- 
ers of the nineteenth century—is most conspicuous by its absence. As James 
Clifford has noted, Said’s critique of an Anglo-French cultural tradition com- 
plicit in the subtle justification of those nations’ colonial projects required him 
to marginalize the Orientalist traditions of Central Europe.* Under the influ- 


ence of postcolonial theory, visual historians have centered their inquiries on 
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those photographers of colonial powers, mainly Britain and France, and have 
shied away from the study of photographers from other European nations with 
their own distinctive political relations to non-European societies. In this sense, 
postcolonial scholars have reinterpreted the empirical research of earlier pho- 
tographic historians but have not necessarily disputed the subject of inquiry. 
Only in recent years have some scholars begun to examine the Orientalist cul- 
tural products of the Austro-Hungarian Empire,’ reflecting not only a renewed 
awareness of the historical specificities of “regional” relations with the Ottoman 
Empire but also, however unacknowledged, current social debates and anxieties 
on immigration and cultural diversity in Austrian society. 

Whatever the caption ascribed to the group photograph might imply, it 
would be misguided to dismiss the artists’ activities in Egypt as the trivial pas- 
times of holiday excursionists, not least because such a position risks reinscrib- 
ing a naturalized division between work and leisure pivotal to the discursive 
operations of Orientalism. The bourgeois separation between the work of schol- 
arship and the leisure of tourism masks their common roles in “knowing the 
Oriental.” Through their diaries, travelogues, postcards, photographs, and other 
cultural productions, European tourists were no less involved in the production 
of the “Orient” than their erudite counterparts in such emergent disciplines 
as archaeology, anthropology, and philology. As the principal protagonists of 
the late-nineteenth-century German-speaking art world, instrumental in the 
emergence of the modern professional artist and its state institutions, these 
cultural luminaries held considerable authority well beyond the commercial 
products of their visit to Egypt. Moreover, while some members of the circle are 
little known today, others continue to enjoy notable reputations—if not outright 
resurgences—thanks to several major retrospective exhibitions, associated pub- 
lications, and in one case, a dedicated museum.® 

With the notable exception of the scholarship of Bodo von Dewitz, the 
group photographs examined in this essay have been considered either within 
the context of the sitters’ painterly output or as a curious sideline illustrative of 
their leisurely pursuits in Egypt.’ Recent major exhibitions of Orientalist visual 
culture may have drawn attention to these photographs, but only insofar as they 
inform their subjects’ paintings and activities. This is inadequate, and not only 
for its uncritical appraisal of photographs as self-evident visual documents but 
also because the reduction of photography’s role to the preparatory gathering 
of pictorial source materials neglects the significance of the social practice of 
photography in the artists’ collective experience of Cairo. 

To be specific, I want to examine the significance of these outdoor pho- 
tographs—and indeed photography itself—as productive and expressive of 
male bonding within the traveler-artist circle. Here I argue for the centrality 
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of same-sex intimacy in the travels of Orientalist artists and photographers. 
Although the art historical monograph has tended to reinforce the impres- 
sion of isolated travel and personal experience, artists often ventured abroad 
together in tight-knit groups or met with associates in colonial centers and 
resorts.* Photographic portfolios of such artistic circles may be rare, but they 
became increasingly common with the advent of the Kodak camera, which 
combined relative ease of use and economy with a compact design and the 
convenience of dry-plate negatives. Traveling with fellow artists and colleagues 
in each instance, Henri Evenepoel, Gabriele Miinter, and August Macke packed 
cameras in their luggage on their visits to North Africa in 1897, 1905, and 1914, 
respectively, attesting to the prominence of photography in modern artists’ 
colonial repertory and its mediation of their experience.’ 

In addition to this recognition of the collective aspect of Orientalist visual 
culture, these photographs require an approach attuned to the historical and 
imperial contingencies of male interpersonal gestures and mannerisms. Social 
historians have argued that the nineteenth century witnessed a greater range of 
acceptable codes of behavior between men, particularly before the construc- 
tion of the “homosexual” emerged in European medical and criminological 
discourses in the last quarter of the century.*° As David Deitcher has noted in 
his important study of male-male intimacy in nineteenth-century American 
photographs, “the twentieth century inclination to classify human intimacies 
in terms of either a normal or a deviant sexuality has made it difficult for his- 
torians to come to terms with the meaning of more fluid affections.” Deitcher 
cautions against the ahistorical desire to project contemporary sexual identities 
onto historical photographs, but he also rails against the failure of historians of 
photography to acknowledge, let alone analyze, the occasional signs of affec- 
tion and familiarity between men in photographic portraiture.’” In the context 
of nineteenth-century Orientalism, this silence is all the more egregious given 
the prominence accorded homoerotic desire in the colonial archive. For many 
European male travelers, whatever their presumed sexual orientation, Egypt 
was a realm suffused with the erotic promise and the concomitant threat of 
encounters with uncertain polymorphous sexualities. To partake of “the homo- 
erotics of Orientalism” was one of the key privileges of the male colonial tourist, 
but it could also threaten to disrupt the normative discourses of sexual and 
gender identity in European society.’? Ultimately, however, the interpretation 
of these group photographs as resistant to dominant notions of colonial mascu- 
linity and sexuality is undermined in light of their broader collective activities 
in Egypt. 

Posing issues of homosociality and homoeroticism in connection with these 


photographs inevitably invites speculation on the sitters’ sexual orientations. It 
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is certainly not my intention to assign fixed identities to these artists accord- 
ing to a register of modern sexual categories, but rather to suspend the default 
assumption of heterosexuality in favor of an emphasis on ambiguity and uncer- 
tainty. This essay argues that the colonial stage for the photographic session 
facilitated the performance of homosocial desire—however tentative, covert, 
and unrealized—between members of this artistic fraternity. Following Eve 
Kosofsky Sedgwick’s influential model, I employ the terms homosocial and 
homoerotic not in opposition to one another but as a continuum of complex 
interpersonal male desires and emotional attachments encoded in the subtle 
gestures and associations of their photographic session.”* In this regard, it is 
important to note that these commissioned photographs were private memen- 
tos of the artists’ travels together, neither intended for circulation nor necessar- 
ily used for professional purposes. The very privacy of these group photographs 
is instructive. 

Like their British and French counterparts, these German-speaking artists 
traveled to Egypt on the modern transportation networks and established tour- 
ist infrastructure of the colonial period. On 19 November 1875, the members 
of this artistic clique embarked aboard a steamer from Trieste, then the major 
port for the Austro-Hungarian Empire, bound for Alexandria.’* Waiting for 
them in Cairo, Leopold Carl Miiller had already arrived eight days earlier on his 
third visit to the city.’* He was staying in the French enclave at the Hétel du Nil, 
where a quarter of a century earlier Gustave Flaubert and Maxime Du Camp 
had lodged during their visit to Egypt. Furthermore, the initial impressions of 
his compatriot guests did not differ markedly from the well-worn Orientalist 
clichés of the era. Soon after his arrival, Franz von Lenbach wrote home to his 
family in Munich: “Cairo is wondrous beyond all expectations, with each of its 
half million inhabitants stranger than the next, the streets, temples, peoples, 
animals and other sites look as if a thousand years ago, such as one might imag- 
ine Babylon?”” Such rhetoric is all too familiar to the model of the Orientalist 
tourist as flaneur, a disembodied wanderer about the streets, and to the roman- 
tic myth of Egypt’s cultural stasis.’* Yet by this time, Cairo had undergone such 
an extensive program of urban reform that the artist’s words belied the mod- 
ernization of the city and its institutions.’ 

My concern with the artists’ group photographs centers on their collective 
experience of sightseeing and the common desire for corporeal detachment 
as a condition of homosocial interaction. Despite the potential use of grand 
monuments as exotic backdrops, Steiner’s photographs do little to invoke the 
spectacle of tourist sightseeing in Egypt. The photographer selected not the 
sites encountered on their excursion but his clients’ desired state as urbane men 


of leisure. Nonetheless, the pleasures of the insouciant, all-male party also had 
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their trials and irritations. Writing on 7 December 1875, Miiller acknowledged 
his responsibilities and frustrations as chaperone, in correspondence with the 
Viennese artist Ferdinand Laufberger: “Dearest Friend! I am, as you no doubt 
know, once more in my beloved Cairo—and I’m entranced. You also know that 
Makart, Huber, and Lenbach are here. I’ve lost a lot of time with them sightsee- 
ing, etc. In Trieste, Pettenkofen once again developed a fear of water and turned 
around, although he was absolutely determined to come here. The idiot made 
the trip all the way from Paris via Vienna to Trieste!!”*° As the steamer’s pas- 
senger list indicates, the Viennese genre painter August von Pettenkofen had 
indeed changed his mind at the last moment and remained behind in Trieste.” 
Lenbach complained of three days’ seasickness aboard the steamer and perhaps 
contemplated the wisdom of the Viennese painter’s last-minute decision not to 
accompany his colleagues.”* In their private correspondence the metropolitan 
artists’ veneer of worldly professionalism is found to be all at sea, ill-equipped 
to handle the altered travel conditions despite the comforts of modern trans- 
portation. Whatever their individual ambitions, a tension existed between the 
professional aspirations and indolent pursuits of the circle’s members. 

To enable the pretense of potential activity, Miiller soon arranged for his 
colleagues to take up residence in the spacious Musafir Khana Palace, granted 
with the permission of Ismail Pasa, the khedive of Egypt and Sudan.” In their 
new quarters, the artists established their studios, decorated with carpets and 
other ornamental acquisitions, in a manner reminiscent of previous artistic 
cultivators of an Eastern masquerade. To complete their Oriental transforma- 
tion, the new residents hired numerous servants, a porter (described by Miiller 
as “a beautiful brown Abyssinian’), and arranged for a guard “always to stand 
before the gate.” Three weeks after his guests’ arrival in Cairo, Miller boasted 
to his sister Amalie in correspondence, “I have spent much, but now live like a 
pasha.’** He invokes the Orientalist masquerade of harem master, memorably 
encapsulated forty years earlier by William Makepeace Thackeray’s account of 
the artist John Frederick Lewis in Cairo, but on this occasion shared with fellow 
roommates and travel companions.”* 

Despite these spacious new premises, the painters’ activities with easel and 
brush were modest at best during their three months in Cairo. While Makart 
reportedly completed eight large paintings during his stay, Lenbach produced 
little of much consequence.”* By mid-February 1876, the two artists and lifelong 
friends undertook an excursion to nearby Memphis before shortly thereafter 
parting ways.*” On 3 March, Lenbach noted in correspondence from Athens 
that he had left Cairo eight days earlier and planned to return home via Corfu 
and Italy. By contrast, Makart had decided to extend his travels along the Nile 
to Thebes.”* As the circle disbanded and its various members found their own 


DANDIES ON THE PYRAMIDS 


routes home, the communal bonds that had characterized their voyage finally 
yielded to their conflicting personal and professional goals. The results of their 
visit were inevitably disparate given the differences in the artists’ career stages 
and ambitions, but as Miller had implied with evident frustration, the group 
members were all too often occupied embracing the Orientalist lifestyle of non- 
chalant excess to benefit from the potential market opportunities. 

It was the camera, rather than the artists’ own traditional tools of picture 
making, that catered to their desire for a collective means of masculine self- 
stylization and fantasy. Indeed, the artists brought their own photographic 
equipment on the voyage and several members appear to have been involved in 
its use in their new quarters. Carl Rudolf Huber was a keen amateur photogra- 
pher and has often been credited with these images,” but the single attribution 
of authorship belies the group working methods of much nineteenth-century 
photography. The wet collodion process, with its technical requirement for the 
rapid preparation, exposure, and development of the glass negative, and the 
cumbersome darkroom operations and chemical procedures, often necessitated 
the aid of “assistants” alongside the photographer behind the lens. The practi- 
calities of the process decreed an order of collaboration, contrary to the art his- 
torical impetus to attribute works to a single individual. Almost certainly, the 
production of these works was a common enterprise between the housemates, 
which functioned as an expression of their authority pivotal to the fabrication 
of a credible mythology of the studio-harem. 

Within their studio space, the artists employed the camera to render numer- 
ous “photographic studies” of their hired female models, naked or dressed in 
few garments and usually presented before a plain backdrop in direct sunlight 
(fig. 2). Often composed of two or more models arranged in close proximity— 
both to the picture plane and one another—these studio works accord with 
the camera’ role in the construction of masculine fantasies of cultural and 
sexual control, thinly veiled as ethnographic documentation or artistic source 
materials, and thus became central to the artists activities in their new abode. 
However much scholars attempt to locate the pictorial sources for the artists’ 
paintings in these photographs, thereby attaching a putative intention beyond 
the eroticized conditions of their production, such comparisons are vague and 
unconvincing.*° Reporting on their living quarters in Cairo for the Allgemeine 
Zeitung, an anonymous journalist attested to the close association of erotic fan- 
tasy and the practice of photography in the studio’s daily operations: “The art- 
ists had taken to calling the Musafir Khana the madhouse and it was indeed a 
crazy place. The Arab models who had been initially rather bashful, eventually 
became so bold as to wander around in the nude quite unashamedly.... The 


photographic apparatus was in constant use, and the most reckless postures 
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Fig. 2. 

Attributed to Carl Rudolf Huber 
(Austrian, 1839-96). 

Untitled (Nude woman sitting 
on carpet with her back against 
a wall), 1875-76, albumen 
print from collodion-on-glass 
negative, 24.3 x 18cm 

(95% x 7 in.). 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 
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were portrayed, of which even the less indecent defy description.”* With their 
eyes often closed or averted and their bodies accessorized to accentuate their 
otherness, the models are enlisted to corroborate the artists’ collective fantasy 
of Oriental female subservience. No longer seemingly content with the tradi- 
tional asymmetrical power relations between male painter and female model, 
the atelier’s transformation into a photographic studio promoted the collective 
eroticization of the Oriental woman through the models’ continual instruction 
and manipulation before the camera. 

In fact, the artists’ homosocial bonds may well have extended to the pur- 
suit of sexual services from their models. According to the art historian Emil 
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Pirchan, writing in terms suggestive of his own revelry in the salacious colonial 
exploits of his predecessors, Makart during his time in Cairo “adventured in the 
dangerous wine taverns of the harbor district, where he found brown-skinned 
Nubian girl models, voluptuous fellah women, Sudanese prostitutes, and mag- 
nificently mature, all-giving Arabian dancers, true Sphinxes, who enchanted 
his ever watchful eyes.”** In the dialectical language of attraction and repulsion 
characteristic of colonial attitudes toward women in Egypt, Makart’s procliv- 
ity for “Oriental orgies” was adjudged the source of the venereal disease that 
ultimately curtailed his life.** Although these claims are themselves embroiled 
in misogynistic colonial ideologies of sexual mastery and the diseased body of 
the Oriental woman, Makart’s search for prostitutes and studio models appears 
plausible in view of the above-cited newspaper report and the pervasiveness of 
the colonial trade in sex. I do not intend to rehearse here the arguments that 
have regarded the prostitute as an emblem of European urban modernity, other 
than to point out that the avant-garde celebration of the subject as an unstable 
yet exemplary signifier of modern life maps awkwardly upon the colonial 
arena—a disparity further marked by the art historical neglect of the colonial 
prostitute in comparison to the attention afforded the theme in European con- 
texts.** Nonetheless, if the prostitute’s sexualized body became the locus of pro- 
found male anxieties of desire and disgust (the latter signaled most forcefully in 
the specter of syphilitic contraction), the colonial inflection of these metropoli- 
tan fears only enforced the centrality of the exchange of women between men to 
its operations. Whether or not Makart’s colleagues participated or even joined 
him in these sexual antics, their communal act of photography functioned as 
its pictorial surrogate, enabling the affirmation of homosocial bonds through 
the continual instruction and commodification of women before the camera. 
In contrast to this photographic project of the heterosexualized studio 
space, the artists’ decision to hire a local photographer and fellow compatriot 
to accompany them on their sightseeing excursion resulted in a strikingly 
unconventional group of photographs directed on their own selves. These 
works avoid the stereotypes of much period photography produced for the 
tourist trade, which some members of the entourage also purchased for their 
personal collections.** Whereas most transient visitors acquired their souvenir 
photographs from ready-prepared studio stock, with perhaps the inclusion of 
a studio portrait session, the hiring of a professional photographer implied a 
different set of priorities. Rather than the formation of an archive of clichéd, 
packaged subjects and sites, the photographer turned to the privileged condi- 
tions of their colonial realm—of shared company on a terrace café or camel 
excursions.*® At the edges of these photographs, the servants and guides stand 


silent, reduced to signifiers of their colonial masters’ authority and leisure. 
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Fig. 3. 

Attributed to Ludwig Steiner 
(Austrian, dates unknown). 
Untitled (Group portrait of 
Carl Rudolf Huber [above], 
Hans Makart [recumbent in 
foreground], and, from left, 
Adolf Gnauth, Franz von 
Lenbach, Leopold Carl Miller, 


and Prince Karl Khevenhiiller), 


1875-76, glass plate positive 
reproduction after an albumen 
print, 9.3 x 11.8 cm 

(33/4 x 43% in.). 

Vienna, Osterreichische 
Nationalbibliothek, Bildarchiv. 


Fig. 4. 

Attributed to Ludwig Steiner 
(Austrian, dates unknown). 
Untitled (Group portrait of, 
from left, Adolph Gnauth, 
Franz von Lenbach [reclining], 
Carl Rudolf Huber, Hans 
Makart, and Leopold Carl 
Miller), 1875-76, glass plate 
positive reproduction after an 
albumen print, 8.9 x 11.7 cm 
(314 x 4% in.). 
Vienna, Osterreichische 
Nationalbibliothek, Bildarchiv. 


GARTLAN 


Nonetheless, these photographs do not deny the colonial habitus as the neces- 
sary corollary to a feigned authenticity that eschews the historical conditions 
of their production. 

The most playful, even whimsical, of these group portraits neither include 
local guides nor occur before the familiar mise-en-scéne of the tourist route 
(fig. 3). Beneath a modest wooden structure, five members of the confraternity 
gather around the large central frame of Franz von Lenbach. Precariously over- 
looking his companions, Huber perches seemingly trapped between his roof 
support and the upper edge of the photograph, perhaps reminiscent of an angel 
hovering above a scene of the nativity but transposed into the secular realm 
of modern tourism. He personifies the tourist fantasy of detached observance 
from a vantage point above the fray. However one may interpret this curious 
position above his companions, it renders legible the self-conscious theatrical- 
ity of their photographic project. As with each of these photographs, the range 
of individual bodily demeanors and sartorial modes differentiates each figure 
and, in the artists’ physical association, implies their simultaneous hierarchical 
position within the group. Makart stretches out resplendent before the cam- 
era, a recumbent dandy in knee-high boots, bowler hat, and cane, and yet his 
position at the feet of his colleagues also situates him within a familiar trope 
of Oriental subservience. Miller distinguishes himself from his companions 
through the sartorial addition of the tarboosh, or fez, to signify his claims of 
local knowledge. He is the only figure to acknowledge a companion directly, 
peering upward at Lenbach’s imposing countenance in mock imitation of the 
master-servant dialectic of Orientalist imagery. Throughout this series of pho- 
tographs, the companions enact the visual codes of submission and sensual 
reverie toward one another, signified in the suggestive motifs of closed eyes 
and furtive glances, incidental touch and proximity, and languid, stretched, and 
contorted poses. It is in these minor gestures that their homosocial bonds flirt 
with becoming tacit avowals of homoerotic sentiment. 

The camera valorizes the intimate association of bodies: each figure adopts a 
certain posture, whether seated, upright, or recumbent, in relation to the other 
figures. In another photograph from the series, Lenbach rests against a sloping 
diagonal with his left knee raised, furnishing his companion with a makeshift 
seat (fig. 4). With Lenbach’s eyes apparently closed, Huber and Miiller fix their 
attention toward his outstretched torso, the surrounding terrain incidental 
to the dynamics of their homoerotic associations. Miiller, seated on the right, 
directs his gaze through pince nez along the axis of his companion’s reclin- 
ing body. These photographic activities furnished the pretext for experiments 
in male passivity, which facilitated the breaching of social codes of mascu- 
line behavior and implied the possibility of alternative male relations. Yet the 
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salutary potential of these photographic acts does not necessarily correlate with 
the disruption of dominant sexual and colonial ideologies. On the contrary, 
such unconventional forms of male-male association “are themselves generated 
from a locus of considerable political and artistic power.*” At once divorced 
from and enabled by the political conditions of their photographic session, the 
sitters’ intimacies merely evoke the possibility of alternative subjectivities as 
emblematic of their privilege within the broader structures of colonial and 
patriarchal order. 

The same nondescript site—where the ground rubble intersects with the 
slope of a simple structure, albeit turned ninety degrees—appears to have 
been chosen for perhaps the most enigmatic of these group portraits (fig. 5). 
Deitcher’s aphoristic claim finds its most evocative testament in this photo- 
graph: “It is as if men put themselves together more inventively back then.’** 
Spread across the pictorial space of the photograph, all six companions, despite 
their urbane garments, have cast themselves on the ground in an assortment 
of poses and contortions to form the rough suggestion of a circle. Carefully 
orchestrated in advance, the photographic “sitting” sanctioned the performance 
of an entire corpus of extended, crossed, folded, stretched, and interlocked 
limbs. As Bodo von Dewitz has argued, this photograph exemplifies the artists’ 
desire “to attempt a calculated break with convention and demonstrably flaunt 
this permissive and relaxed life.”*? However, that such physical contraventions 
signified a bohemian rejection of bourgeois society downplays both the colo- 
nial conditions of these photographs’ production and the implicit male-male 
intimacy of the artists’ interactions. While the travel companions’ enthusiasm 
for such photographic self-fashioning was not exclusive to the outskirts of 
Cairo,*° the sexual politics of colonialism sanctioned the fantasy of a group 
flirtation with homoerotic subjectivities in which the feigned closure of eyes 
implied a lack of awareness of the interpersonal familiarities evident between 
one another—of a hand brushed against a companion’s beard or a foot lodged 
between another’s thighs. 

In other instances, the dynamics of masculine abjection and subjec- 
tion are turned inward, most strikingly in the left-corner contortions of 
Prince Khevenhiiller. Lying facedown and grabbing his ankles, as if hog-tied, 
Khevenhiiller turns away from his companions and their comparative physical 
nonchalance, his body isolated from the comforts of their incidental touch and 
stretched taut from the exertions of his posture. At the upper center of the pho- 
tograph, Lenbach’s relative attentiveness, suggested by his twisted torso, raised 
head, and bent left knee, signals his dominion over the group. Here again, the 
sitters adopt the codes of masculine domination and subordination in rela- 


tion to one another, familiar to the trope of Oriental master and slave. Further 
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details add to the erotic resonance. Such puerile visual jokes as the strategic 
placement of a bowler hat over the crotch of one figure, positioned front and 
center in the photograph, registers the heightened sexuality of their communal 
relations. Photography served the group as a means to displace their masculine 
anxieties in the performance of their own homosocial desires. 

Yet while this private commission enabled the travel companions to vent 
their collective fantasies and breach orthodox codes of male-male presenta- 
tion before the camera, how were their activities received in Vienna? Did these 
photographs remain private mementos or find their way into the public realm? 
Certainly the scarcity of the photographs and, where available, their prove- 
nance histories suggest that they remained confined to the artists’ personal 
archives. Nonetheless, this does not preclude the possibility that a limited circle 
of associates had access to the photographs or that the public was ignorant of 
the artists’ activities. In examining these idiosyncratic photographs, I want to 
consider the pretensions of the artists’ group in terms of a cartoon reenact- 
ment of their voyage, published soon after their return in one of Vienna's major 
illustrated newspapers, the Neue Illustrirte Zeitung (fig. 6). Like its counterparts 
in France and England, such as L’'Illustration and the Illustrated London News, 
this weekly broadsheet catered to a middle-class readership eager for topical 


news and entertainment, which affirmed their national and imperial worldview. 


Fig. 5. 

Attributed to Ludwig Steiner 
(Austrian, dates unknown). 
Untitled (Group portrait of 
Carl Rudolf Huber, Franz von 
Lenbach, Hans Makart, Adolph 
Gnauth, Leopold Carl Miller, 
and Prince Karl Khevenhiller 
in Cairo), 1875-76, albumen 
print from collodion-on-glass 
negative, 15.6 x 24.2 cm 
(64% x 9% in.). 

Munich, Dietmar Siegert 
Collection. 
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I Band. 1876. 


Ueue Slluftrirte Beitung. Iiluftrirtes Lamiliendlatt. Nummer 14, Seite 221. 


oy 


Hans Matart, Raijer, Suber verliefen Bett und Ofen Wein der Leste foride: Bu Haus is dod nit ohne, Das Schifflein feautelt einmal Gin und cinmal wieder her, 
Und jogen nad Egupten fammt Lenbad, Pettentojen Gebt ibr allein in’s fine Land der alten Bbaraone.” Dex Ocean der wundert fic, ex rourde immer mehr. 


rest 


Sri Gott! raft Mater Mller, ,ihx da, das ik ja primis, Gin prichtig Conigsjehlos ward ihnen jum Logis, Die Hige macht jebr beig. Heres Raijer Halve nidt aus, 
Servus, alte Spezi's! das freut mich niedertradhtig. Und in den Wiijtenprater tiglidy ritten fie. Made feine viersehn Tag’ und geht betviavt nad) Hors. 


OR? 


Ginjt will im Harem Hauns des Pinjels Quujt verjuden, ‘Poramidat figt Lenbad bier, dic Mndern redgts und tints; Ujub! da fommt das Krofodil! Rilpjerd’l, jest beift’s laujen, 
D du verilushte G}ahiht, Da fommen die Eumedyen Sie fuden in der Flafaye Grund die Rebulje der Spbinz. Bei den Kataratten exft, da wollen wir verfuaufen, 


Die Trias trennt fig). Len bad} reife jum ,feSnften Putt auy Erden,* Gatanterwei? Herr Huber bringt den jdOniten feiner Damen, Freund Matart jehleppt berbei mandy fin eguptijdy Wams, 
Bein Schial if: Neapel feb’ und gleich beftohler werden Meder einen Lowen mit und durtaus teinen fabmer. Und Mumien firs Atelier und fonjtigen Krims-Krams. 


Eine Reife nad) Eqypten. 


Hederzeidhnung von Lv. Frecstay. 
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Whatever the limited circulation of these photographs, the publication of this 
full-page cartoon testifies to the public interest in the artists’ exploits in Egypt. 

Casting a critical, even derisive spotlight on the group’s activities, this 
twelve-part cartoon demonstrates a surprisingly detailed knowledge of the 
voyage and its potential for satirical commentary. From Pettenkofen’s change 
of heart to the party’s residential arrangements, the chronological sequence of 
cartoons draws attention to the public awareness and potentially critical recep- 
tion of the voyage in Vienna. The cartoons summarize, if not crystallize, some 
of the key tropes of Orientalist visual culture. In the first cartoon of the third 
row, for example, Hans Makart rapidly renders his model on his canvas, paint 
dripping on the floor from his palette, as a eunuch bears down on him in the 
background. The cartoonist depicts the painter in the process of transform- 
ing a racial stereotype of black womanhood into the harem fantasy on canvas. 
Notwithstanding the racist ideologies that underpin the model's representation, 
the cartoon implicitly questions the process of harem mythmaking in oil paint. 
Indeed, the work on the artist’s canvas closely matches a painting exhibited 
soon after his return at the seventh annual exhibition of the Kiinstlerhaus in 
Vienna titled Egyptische Tanzerin (1876; Egyptian dancer).** Although now 
lost, this painting was later reproduced in deluxe editions such as Georg Moritz 
Ebers’s two-volume study Aegypten in Wort und Bild (1878-79; Egypt in word 
and picture) and the rare volume of xylographs published as the Hans Makart- 
Album (ca. 1881) (fig. 7). Such accurate details point to the cartoonist’s intimate 
familiarity with the artists’ voyage and its pictorial outcomes. 

The cartoon emphasizes the male bonds of communal pleasure that under- 
pinned the travelers’ encounter with the Orient. In contrast to the familiar 
heterosexual fantasy of the harem, the adjacent cartoon in the third row tes- 
tifies to the shared spheres of masculine pleasure implicit in their excursion 
photographs. Champagne glasses aloft, Lenbach straddles a pyramid flanked 
by his two companions, Makart and Huber. The couplet beneath this cartoon 
parodies their Orientalist search for answers to the purported mysteries of the 
East: “Lenbach sits pyramid-like, the others right and left / They seek the riddle 
of the Sphinx in the bottom of the bottle”** The caricature mocks their voyage 
as one marked by flamboyant excess rather than earnest application, and in the 
small details of their portrayal—of a hand placed on a companior’s knee, or a 
finger dipped in a glass or plugging a champagne bottle—evocations of homo- 
eroticism further underscore the delineation of their masculine bonds. Reading 
these cartoons in relation to the photographic orchestrations of self and group 
in the environs of Cairo, their portrayal bespeaks the colonial privilege of play- 
ful self-fashioning as a collective enterprise. The metropolitan reception of their 
voyage suggested here implies that the central role of shared male fantasies 
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Fig. 6. 

Laszl6 Frecskay 

(Hungarian, 1844-1916). 
Eine Reise nach Egypten. 
From Neue //lustrirte Zeitung, 
2 April 1876, 221. 

Vienna, Osterreichische 
Nationalbibliothek. 
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Egyptifche Canzerin. 
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threatened to disrupt the production of authoritative Orientalist fictions. Like 
the photographs, the artists’ attention was all too often directed toward their 
performance of social and cultural unity. 

In many respects the correspondence, photographs, paintings, and practices 
of this artistic fraternity are representative of their desire to partake of the con- 
ventions of mainstream Orientalism. Yet their voyage did not necessarily meet 
with uncritical voices in Vienna. Importantly, the accompanying short melodic 
couplets of the cartoon at times make use of colloquial Viennese dialect or wie- 
nerisch. In the first cartoon of the second row, for example, Miller welcomes 
his fellow compatriots with greetings strongly suggestive of his regional back- 
ground: “‘Griif$ Gott!’ ruft Maler Miller, ‘ihr da, ist ja prachtig, / Servus, alte 


29 


Spezi’s! das freut mich niedertrachtig’” (“Greetings!” calls the painter Miiller, 
“you're here, that’s splendid / Hello, old pals! This pleases me no end.”) By 
doing so, the artists’ backgrounds are localized and their visit defined within 
the specific cultural dialogues between Vienna and Cairo. Far from worldly, 
cosmopolitan artists accustomed to oceanic travel and cultural transition, the 
caricature presents members of the group as ill-equipped to benefit from their 
voyage: Pettenkofen decides against the journey at the last moment, fearful of 
the ocean passage; Carl Gangolf Kaiser returns home after a fortnight in Cairo, 
unable to handle the heat; and Lenbach, on his homeward voyage with pockets 
out-turned, is robbed of all his possessions in Naples. 

The incisive edge to this cartoon suggests that the caricaturist did not neces- 
sarily identify with the Viennese swagger of these metropolitan artists. As an 
illustrator born and trained in Budapest, Laszlo Frecskay perhaps harbored his 
own skepticism of the Habsburg capital and its fashion for exotic subject mat- 
ter.*° In 1867, he had moved to Vienna and built his reputation as a caricaturist 
working for several illustrated journals. This was the same year as the so-called 
Compromise (Ausgleich) between Austria and Hungary, which led to the trans- 
fer of limited political rights from Vienna to Budapest and the formation of the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire. In this context, the cartoon challenges the metro- 
politan artists’ authority to translate their experiences into convincing pictorial 
products. Frecskay’s cartoon was not his first of these artists, and his detailed 
knowledge of their voyage may well have been informed by his direct personal 
connections within the Viennese art world.** Whatever their professional asso- 
ciation, his caricature presents a satirical assessment of the artists’ voyage dis- 
tinguished by misadventure and farce rather than professional achievement. As 
if to underscore the point, Frecskay’s subsequent cartoon of the annual exhi- 
bition at the Kiinstlerhaus in Vienna included caricatures of two paintings: 
Egyptisches Langenmafs (Egyptian linear measure), which mocked the elon- 
gated female form of Makart’s Egyptische Tanzerin; and Ein Goldrahmen mit 
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Fig. 7. 

Hans Makart (Austrian, 
1840-84). 

Egyptische Tanzerin. 

From Hans Makart-Album: 64 
Holzschnitte nach Makarts 
Gemélden (Vienna: Franz 
Bondy, [ca. 1881]), pl. 30. 
Vienna, Wienbibliothek 

im Rathaus, 
Druckschriftensammlung. 
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Staffage (A gold frame with staffage), which derided Pettenkofen by implying 
that he could exhibit little more than a frame, having abandoned his participa- 
tion in the voyage.** For those increasingly discontented minorities within the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire, the politics of such metropolitan representations of 
imperialist adventure and its proponents’ feigned cosmopolitanism must have 
appeared familiar to their own ambiguous situation as exoticized others and 
fellow citizens. 

Certainly, these group photographs could be interpreted as the reclama- 
tion of a visual technology and social practice—the camera and the photo- 
graphic session itself—that had become prominent features of contemporary 
Ottoman and Egyptian self-representation. Nor were such contestations lim- 
ited to Cairo. In Vienna, Frecskay’s caricature lampooned the artists’ perfor- 
mance of the kind of metropolitan élan and masculine self-assurance evident 
in their photographs—a critique that points to the potential of other networks 
of regional exchange outside the dominant areas of art historical scholarship. 
Yet such insights or shifted frameworks do not preclude these urbane artists 
from complicity in the politics of colonial representation. Photography played 
a central role in the mapping of “those fantasized geographies of male desire,’*° 
but the uncertainties in male subjectivity performed in these photographs 
do not absolve its participants of collusion in the operations of Orientalism. 
Homoerotic desire and colonial privilege are indissoluble features of such pho- 
tographic portfolios, yet the question “in what ways?” all too often escapes criti- 
cal consideration. 

If one can characterize these group photographs on the outskirts of Cairo 
as “Orientalist, it is not due to their use of familiar sites or local stereotypes 
to render legible and self-evident the lessons of cultural difference; rather, it is 
the reduction or usurpation of location transformed into photographic space. 
Egypt appears but the stage for the artists’ self-absorbed exploration of their 
own male identities and colonial pleasures. Whereas their studio photographs 
of female models fabricated place through the deployment of the usual props 
and poses from the visual lexicon of Orientalism, their outdoor session before 
the photographer's lens stripped the colonial landscape of its familiar, albeit 
codified, mise-en-scéne. In a process converse to the making of studio photo- 
graphs, the tableau vivant pleasures of these artists coincided with an apparent 
denial of place. The amorphous, unremarkable location selected for the ses- 
sion implies a collective desire for discretion, perhaps occasioned by a tacit 
embarrassment with their tomfoolery, beyond the critical attentions of local 
bystanders and fellow tourists. The subjects’ desires to partake of such imagina- 
tive performances may point to the provisional disturbance of their imperialist 


and sexual certainties, but such intimate male-male gestures and subjectivities 
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coincided with an attendant erasure of not only the conditions of the photo- 
graphs’ production but also the very signifiers of colonial locality. To character- 
ize this small cache of photographs as “Orientalist”—manifest in a form that 
seemingly removes the pretense of “Oriental” representation altogether—is to 
recognize the sitters’ collective desire to close their eyes to the colonial circum- 
stances of their commission and partake of the intimate liberties and fantasies 


of homosocial attachment. 
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steamer for Egypt.] Die Triester Zeitung, 20 November 1875, 5. Absent from the 
group photographs but listed in this report is the Viennese architect Carl Gangolf 
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FLASH FORWARD 
Pictures at War 


Unmooring the Orient 


In order to consider a suite of photographs produced in Paris during the final 
year of the Algerian War of Independence (1954-62), this essay aims to issue 
a series of provocations and to perform a sequence of displacements that are 
as temporal and spatial as they are discursive and material. As concerns the 
first two of these categories, it needs to be said from the outset that this essay 
remains something of an outlier within the context of a collection of texts 
dedicated to that category of photography normally invoked by the nomina- 
tion Orientalist. Indeed, this text considers neither late-nineteenth- nor early- 
twentieth-century photography, and certainly not photography taken in or of a 
place meant to correspond geographically to a region we might call the Middle 
East or North Africa. And this is precisely the point. Recalling Edward Said’s 
claim that Orientalism is generated by an “imaginative geography” that has 
amalgamated a constellation of “ideological suppositions, images and fantasies 
about a currently important and politically urgent region of the world called 
the Orient,’ this article begins by proposing we reimagine this geography, or 
imagine it differently.’ Situating the Paris photographs as straddling the line 
constructed long ago to demarcate “Occident” from “Orient” helps trouble the 
certainty that we know where Orientalism is or was, and when it was—supposi- 
tions that all imply Orientalism is over. Fixing Orientalism temporally and geo- 
graphically in this way risks reinscribing the very same Orientalizing attributes 
of knowledge that Said hoped to undermine in his original analysis.” 

If it is true that photography was an important tool in securing the imperial 
formation of the “Orient” during the mid- to late nineteenth century—which 
“Zoom Out: The Making and Unmaking of the ‘Orient’ through Photography,” 
the conference that generated the impetus for this volume, took to be an estab- 
lishing fact—then it is equally so that photography played a crucial role in the 
unmaking of the same a century later. This is especially true of a place I will, 
for now, call Algeria, but which I want to leave territorially vague for reasons 
that will become clear by the end of the text. Indeed, if what we now call the 


Algerian War of Independence was “une guerre sans visage,;’’ it is nonetheless 
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Fig. 1. 

Advertisement for 9.5 mm 
film projector Pathé-Baby. 
From L’///ustration, 

17 March 1923. 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 
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widely acknowledged that the French military apparatus (along with, to a dif- 
ferent degree, the press) produced and helped circulate a vast store of images to 
help generate exactly such a “face’—and to thereby naturalize the alternating 
claims that Algeria should be maintained as integrally “French,” “associated” 
with France, or, finally, severed quickly and completely as a place incompatibly 
“other”* It is still assumed, however, that the Algerian resistance on both sides 
of the Mediterranean produced few correlate images and that the image war 
was therefore unequal. This is most likely true to a certain degree, even if it 
does rest on assumptions about archival integrity that I will address below. Yet 
focusing on this imbalance of production risks overlooking the concrete efforts 
to achieve representation that were, in fact, deployed by an otherwise subaltern 
resistance to French imperialism. In turn, this allows the structural conditions 
of inequality to reinscribe themselves as structuring claims about history itself, 
thereby limiting how and what we can see, otherwise. 

To oppose this formulation, I focus here on a different set of images from 
this war, images that in this context must also be considered as Orientalist in 
that they too construct and place an image of the “Orient,” even if they do it 
differently and differentially. In fact, we might imagine these pictures as con- 
stituting the future tense of the images discussed elsewhere in this volume and 
hence as a “flash forward.” The filmic reference here is deliberate and means to 
underscore the material shifts to which the Orientalist photograph is subject 
as it moves between the earlier epochs of Orientalism discussed elsewhere in 
this volume and the period—not to mention the place—I analyze. In this tem- 
poral trajectory, photography itself is transformed by the evolution of cinema 
and the rise of television just as—to flash forward once more—it has now been 
transformed again by the advent of digital media. The point is, photography is 
no more stable than the sites in which it is produced and which we “imagine” 

we know through it. 

It is not surprising then that the stakes of these material shifts for a dis- 
cussion of the sites of Orientalist photography are made clear in a 1923 adver- 
tisement for a 9.5 mm film projector, Pathé-Baby, designed by the French film 
house giant Pathé for home use (fig. 1). In this image, now collected as one of 
the latest-dated images in the Ken and Jenny Jacobson Orientalist photography 
collection at the Getty Research Institute, the still images of the desert land- 
scape that constitute so much of the Orientalist archive are shown caught in 
interrupted motion as they are projected on the wall of an upper-class home in 
what we take to be the metropole. Here, two young boys, supervised by a young 
woman who looks more like a governess than a mother, enjoy what are empha- 
sized as explicitly moving images of deserts and camels in relationship to the 


textual registers of static knowledge compiled in the neglected encyclopedias 
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stacked to the left. That this photographic movement is harnessed within the 
reassuring domestic sphere is also instructive. Indeed, as photographs begin to 
move—both from the site of their making into the metropolitan domestic inte- 
rior and from static depictions of an unchangeable landscape to kinetic repre- 
sentations of the same—we begin to see more clearly how photography is much 
more than a vessel through which sites are made. On the contrary, the analysis 
below means to highlight how photographs themselves do as much making 
and unmaking on their own despite, perhaps, being otherwise presumed mere 
secondary sites of inscription. In moving us closer to understanding what may 
or may not be “photography’s Orientalism, and whether it is inherent or con- 
tingent to the medium, this shift requires us not only to question what it is 
that we mean by “Orientalist” but even more importantly to question how we 
understand photography. In particular, it means ascribing a specific agency, for 
lack of a better word, to the camera—a mechanical object that Vilém Flusser 
convincingly named an “apparatus” to indicate its simultaneously productive 
and dependent capacities—and to suggest that this agency is what is put into 
play by subjects in pursuit of achieving representation or, in other words, of 


becoming photographic events.” 


Archives and Agency 


As suggested above, between 1954 and 1962 the French army produced vast 
numbers of images, many of which were, for instance, published in photo jour- 
nals intended to show conscripts news from home as well as local scenes of 
battle. Conscripts themselves were enlisted in this production, and each mili- 
tary unit was charged with an amateur troop photographer. Their charge was 
not only to document scenes that might be mobilized for propagandistic pur- 
poses but also, as Marc Garanger’s famous headshots of Kabyle Berbers have 
come to attest, to survey the indigenous populations.° Such documentation was 
meant to enable what Abdelmalek Sayad and Pierre Bourdieu would call the 
déracinement of the population: once identities were transposed to the identity 
documents necessitated by French state bureaucracy, groups were available to 
be comprehensively relocated to the centres de regroupement that the French set 
up across the country.” 

Many of these images have become quite famous, and some have even 
achieved the status of iconic images: they are included in important collec- 
tions and have, as a totality, generated scholarly analyses that either decry their 
Europeanizing imperatives or locate in the sitters’ gazes the signs of insurrec- 
tional commitment that would, in fact, lead to the overthrow of the French 


colonial regime. Of the many photos shot by French professionals and amateurs 
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during the war, more than one hundred thousand are now consultable in the 
special branch of the archives of the Ministére de la défense dedicated to the 
Etablissement de communication et de production audiovisuelle de la défense 
(PECPAD) in Nanterre, and the early opening of military archives means more 
will soon be available. In Algiers, however, cardboard boxes of photographed 
and rephotographed news clippings, stock photos, and smaller collections of 
private archives sit uncataloged and largely unstudied at the Centre nationale 
de documentation de presse et d’information (CNDPI), having long been sub- 
ject to political debates that unfolded in the aftermath of independence. Thus, 
what has been repeatedly acknowledged as an originary dissymmetry of pro- 
duction might be better understood as a dissymmetry of and in the archive. 
In turn, this dissymmetry has reproduced itself within analyses that assume 
that because we have not seen images they do not exist. This is not to say that 
in the future, we will not know that the Algerians also produced photographs 
or that images were produced “of” them that were “for” them as well. Pierre 
Bourdieu’s photographs of Kabyle populations and the urban conditions of 
Algiers during the war maintain an ambiguous status in this regard, but those 
of the Dutch photographer turned Front de libération nationale (FLN) ally 
Kryn Taconis; the Yugoslavian photojournalist Stevan Labudovic; and the self- 
appointed staff photographer of the Gouvernement provisoire de la République 
Algérienne (GPRA) Mohammed Kouaci are less ambivalent.® Indeed, some of 
Kouaci’s most iconic post-independence photographs demonstrate what should 
be similar investments in making and remaking the “Orient” in accordance 
with mythic properties. And, yet, they are different: rather than passive and 
feminized, for example, the “Orient” as it is pictured in this street scene of a 
post-independence parade is cast as heroic and stable, triumphant rather than 
trounced (fig. 2). 

Photographs like Kouaci’s are not collected by the Getty Research Institute, 
nor were they shown in the Walls of Algiers exhibition that took place there 
in 2009. Of course, there are historical reasons for such absences, and the fact 
that collections are always only as robust as the markets from which they are 
built does not merit extended preoccupation. It does bear noting, however, 
that Kouaci’s images feature prominently in both xeroxed and painted copies 
in several of Algiers's own institutions, including the aforementioned CNDPI, 
the Musée national du Moudjahid, the Musée de l'armée, and the tiny house 
museum in the Casbah dedicated to Ali La Pointe. The point here is less that 
Algerians prefer an Algerian’s presentation of their shared history—indeed, this 
is contradicted by the prominent place afforded figures like Taconis in some of 
these same institutions. Rather, that these images are copied and recirculated 


as pictures remarkable for what they captured and how they did so—rather 
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Fig. 2. 

Mohammed Kouaci 
(Algerian, 1929-96). 
Independence celebrations in 


Algiers on 5 July 1962, black- 


and-white photograph. 


Fig. 3. 

“Tortures” committed 

during the Algerian War of 
Independence, ca. 1961. 
Color photograph, 9 x 13 cm 
(35/3 x 5 in.). 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 


than as objects of inherent authentic or aesthetic value—suggests something 
important about how photographic images and the agency ascribed them were 
understood by populations other than the French during a war of admittedly 
unequal access to dominant means of representation. 

Such access had already been a question during the war itself, when fig- 
ures from the international Left took an interest in documenting the Algerian 
cause in order to make visible the atrocities being committed by the French 
state in the name of what it called France. Strangely enough, a few of the 
images that resulted from this effort have made their way into the Getty 
Research Institute archives, where they are also joined now and again by 
amateur troop photographs such as, for example, those collected in the peda- 
gogical dossiers of the Association connaissance de lhistoire de Afrique con- 
temporaine (ACHAC). The most striking of these politically motivated photos 
appear in the papers of Gloria de Herrera, a Los Angeles—born art restorer 
best remembered for having executed a number of Henri Matisse’s late-period 
cutouts, but also an important artist in her own right. Living in France dur- 
ing the war, de Herrera’s political commitments had led her to join the ranks 
of the so-called porteurs-de-valise who transported funds from Paris to the 
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FLN ranks in Europe, and she was, in fact, one of the two dozen artists and 
intellectuals arrested for such activities in February 1960. Unlike her French 
partners, de Herrera were quickly released, however, and did not participate 
in the famous Jeanson trial, which in and of itself became an important turn- 
ing point for French attitudes toward the war.? 

Before her arrest, de Herrera had traveled to Algiers with Dominique 
Darbois, another porteur-de-valise, to document the training camps run by 
the military correlate to the FLN, the Armée de libération nationale (ALN). 
Darbois’s photographs were published in 1960, making her one of the first 
photographers to publish wartime photos of Algeria in the name of what 
she described as peace and justice.° Darbois’s faith in the power of what it 
would mean to “see” the evidence provided by both brutalized bodies and 
well-intended efforts at Algerian organization (schools, hospitals, and the like) 
would find an echo a year later in Jean-Paul Sartre’s preface to Frantz Fanon’s 
Wretched of the Earth (1961), wherein Sartre argued that the shame of having 
seen the evidence of the abuses committed in their name should have con- 
vinced the French public to oppose the continued occupation of the Algerian 
territories." 

In the de Herrera papers, a folder described simply as containing “atroc- 
ity photos” and labeled presumably in de Herrera’s hand as “Photos tortures/ 
Algérie 1961” contains two such photos, otherwise not published by Darbois 
in her 1960 book and not exactly of the genres represented in that volume 
(fig. 3).’* Perhaps more than any other kind of image, these—with abject 
and tortured bodies lying prostrate on the ground, dead or nearly so, bleed- 


ing, naked, maimed—manifest the fate of the Orientalist photograph in the 
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century and a half of its movement: time and place remain perpetually static 
and just beyond history, while the lurid imaginary of catastrophe has replaced 
that of sexual fantasy. Such a correspondence has been underscored by terms 
like war porn, which Jean Baudrillard coined after 9-11 to name images like 
these, and it is certainly by now something of a scholarly truism that such 
photographs further discipline bodies, situating relations of power ambigu- 
ously, but, finally, without organizing to contrast or challenge them. Against 
what is presented as the naive humanism of a figure like Sartre, for example, 
the aesthetic philosopher Jacques Ranciére tells us that these images do noth- 
ing but evoke identifications with the victimized and so enact nothing on 
the level of politics, which depends instead on a disidentification with the 
authority that excludes rather than on empathic projections with those who 
are excluded.** 

But do they? Or, rather, did they? And if they did, does that mean that 
they do so always? And what does it mean that we have now become as con- 
fident that we should look away from these images as we might once have 
been to believe that they would tell us something? It is true that de Herrera’s 
atrocity photographs tell us little. Without caption beyond the handwritten 
notation “Photos tortures,” we are hard-pressed to determine who commit- 
ted the crimes depicted here or on which side of the war they fought. We 
might deduce from Darbois’s and de Herrera’s sympathies that the pictures 
document tortures committed by the French, but that would be imprecise and 
premature. The photographs communicate little about that kind of identity- 
based agency. 

But this silence is instructive. Not only were images like the one reproduced 
here not circulated in Darbois’s book—which, even stripped of such extreme 
images of violence or horror, could still find a publisher only in Milan—they 
also were not circulated in the French press (in France or in French Algeria).'* 
The FLN organ El Moudjahid had little money to publish photographs and, 
indeed, most of its first five years of production feature very few images alto- 
gether. The question becomes then how images such as these might have come 
to circulate in a public sphere that existed beyond the purview of in-the-know 
or like-minded audiences who would have known what they meant and what 
they meant to show. And, within the context of this analysis of Orientalist pho- 
tography as following a course, albeit circuitous and complex, this question of 
circulation instantly returns us to what such means of access tell us about the 
cause of Algerian agency. Better, it prompts us to reconsider the stakes of being 
represented—that is to say, of submitting to an Orientalism precisely in order 
to contest and challenge the fixedness of such a gaze. To imagine what it means 
or what it might have meant to look at images like these during the war, and to 
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consider how that looking might have been conditioned less by codes of author- 
ship or subject position than by the technical aspects of photography’s capacity 
to disrupt, I want to examine another set of images from the same period. These 
images also show us disciplined bodies, though in very different spaces and to 


very different effect.’ 


Re-siting the Orient 


The three photographs to which I now turn document different moments in an 
anti-imperial protest that has come to assume a central place in both the histo- 
riography of the Algerian War of Independence and in the long durée of police 
violence in metropolitan France.’® Famously now, on 17 October 1961, twenty 
to thirty thousand “Algerians” processed from the suburban quarters of Paris to 
contest a curfew issued by the prefect of police, Maurice Papon.”’ Their instruc- 
tion to do so had come from the Fédération de France du FLN (FF-FLN) lead- 
ership in Switzerland, with the reluctant support of the GPRA in Tunis. As has 
become well chronicled in the half century since 1962, the peaceful refusal by 
the “Algerians” of Papon’s curfew was met with extreme violence by the French 
security forces. While contemporaneous police accounts reported that two of 
the protesters had been mortally wounded and that the “Algerians” had fired 
first, testimonial and archival evidence has more recently confirmed the num- 
ber of casualties as closer to one hundred, dozens of whom were shot, beaten 
to death, or drowned. 

Papon’s curfew was intended as more than a security measure in a time 
of war, even if unnamed as such. Indeed, it was also an imperial maneuver 
designed to restrict the rights of what the letter of his decree called “Francais 
musulmans d’Algérie”—but which, importantly, police practice designated to 
be whomever appeared visible as a “French Muslim from Algeria’—to circu- 
late on the streets of Paris after 8 p.m. and to thereby enjoy the same “right 
to the city” exercised by other “Frangais.”"* What the FF-FLN-orchestrated 
protest depended upon, then, to stage the disruption necessary to make the 
stakes of Papon’s intervention clear was therefore not just the symbolic occu- 
pation of space or even its practical repurposing. Instead, it required a “spec- 
tacular” occupation that would take visual form within the territory marked by 
the intersection of the rapidly commodifying public sphere and the so-called 
public space of the city.’ In a prescient foretelling of Roland Barthes’s much 
more famous description of being photographed as providing occasion to con- 
stitute oneself as a “self? the FF-FLN leadership anticipated the confirmation of 
presence that could result only through the view of those cameras that would 


rush to capture the spectacular disagreement within the normal distribution of 
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appearances generated by the sudden and unanticipated arrival of more than 
twenty thousand “Algerian” working class in the more exclusive districts of the 
French capital.*° 

A photograph taken by an unknown photojournalist collected in the 
archives of the photographer Jacques Boissay provides a case in point (fig. 4).”" 
The picture, for which no publication record exists, shows a mass of protesters 
several hundred deep in front of what was then the rather remarkable marquee 
of the Berlitz Theater, situated at the junction of the Boulevard des Italiens and 
the Rue de la Michodiére in the middle of the grands boulevards. Out of context, 
it might even appear that the picture documents a crowd anxiously waiting for 
the opening of a blockbuster. Indeed, the top half of the night scene is illumi- 
nated from above by the glow of a few arched streetlamps and from behind by 
the neon lights spelling out the name of the film, Le cave se rebiffe (1961), then 
playing at the Berlitz, and projecting the visage of its star, Jean Gabin, who 
played a master counterfeiter newly returned to France from a “tropic retreat.” 
The irony secured by the well-lit face of the man made famous for his role as 
Pépé le Moko in the eponymous Orientalist film (1937), in which the young 
Gabin takes refuge from the police in the labyrinthine streets of Algiers’s 
Casbah, may not have been lost on the photographer. Gabin’s likeness is once 
again situated in relationship to what here appears to be an Algerian street 
scene, which is to say a street scene populated by what appear to be Algerian 
subjects in full possession of their right to the leisure spaces of the urban con- 
text in which they are seen, posing. 

The picture is animated by the discrepancy between Gabin’s rather dour, pal- 
lid countenance and that of the crowd of mostly dark-skinned men over whom 
his image looms. Like Gabin, the majority of men in the crowd are visible from 
the chin up, their short-cropped dark hair echoing his dark hat. On the left side 
of the picture, the men appear content, determined. Farther back, the photo- 
graph catches hands lifted as if in midcheer and more than a few chins tilted 
upward as those in the rear of the column attempt to peer over the heads of 
those in front. The protesters wear raincoats and many sport ties and jackets, 
presumably their finest, or what the press at the time widely—and with custom- 
ary lack of cultural sensitivity—reported as their “Sunday best.” 

In the very center of the photograph, almost directly beneath Gabin, stands 
a well-dressed man. Facing the viewer, his erect posture neatly divides the pic- 
ture into two equal halves along the buttons of his overcoat, up the line and 
knot of his tie, through the “V” of his sweater’s neck, along the perfectly sym- 
metrical contours of his profile, and through the seam of the marquee. His cen- 
trality to the image is underscored by the lightness of his coat, which pulls our 


eyes toward him. Most striking, however, is his gaze, which returns, calmly and 
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with the slightest hint of a smile, the gaze of the photographer. He seems quite 
aware of posing, of inviting the viewer to look at him and to make of him an 
image like that of the hero-criminal Gabin some fifty feet above. 

Men like this might well have ended up dead, a fact confirmed by other pho- 
tographs taken that evening. Those photographs, shot at much greater risk and 
under much more adverse conditions than the Boissay picture, have been much 
more successful in entering the “historical” record, perhaps because of the ways 
in which they adhere to the Orientalist expectations outlined above in relation- 
ship to the photographs that de Herrera either took or collected (the bodies are 
passive, wounded, defeated, and disciplined), perhaps because of the authority 
of their “maker,” or perhaps because they too are extraordinary in what they 
document against all odds. Of the dozen or so photos documenting the death 
and torture that took place on 17 October 1961, I am here most interested in 
several shot by Elie Kagan, a freelance photographer who had developed strong 
relationships with many left-leaning organs despite—or maybe because of—his 
propensity for political outbursts and bad behavior, and who has since become 
well known for his photographs of the May and June protests in France in 1968.7? 
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Fig. 4. 

Manifestation in Paris, 

17 October 1961. 
Black-and-white photograph. 
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Fig. 5. 

Elie Kagan (French, 1928-99). 
Wounded man (Abdelkader 
Bennehar) on the Rue de 
Paquerettes, Nanterre, 

17 October 1961, black-and- 
white photograph. 


Fig. 6. 


Elie Kagan (French, 1928-99). 


Arrested manifestants at the 
Métro Place de la Concorde, 


Paris, 17 October 1961, black- 


and-white photograph. 


FELDMAN 


Contrary to assertions that photographs like Kagan’s were never printed 
and were routinely confiscated by the police, several of the bloodier images 
Kagan took were actually printed in France Observateur, LExpress, LHumanité, 
and Témoignage Chrétien. In a full-page spread on 26 October, for example, 
France Observateur ran the Kagan photograph reproduced here alongside an 
article titled “Aucun frangais ne peut plus ignorer ¢a” (Not a single Frenchman 
can ignore that [this] any longer) by Francois Furet under the pseudonym “A. 
Delcroix” (fig. 5). In the photograph, a man lies dying. His right arm stretches 
toward the viewer as he struggles to lift himself from the cement on which he 
has fallen, his jacket splayed underneath him.” The foreshortened perspective 
makes the bloodied knuckles of his hand loom large and draws the viewer’s 
attention to yet more blood: staining the front of his white shirt, darkening the 
cement below his head, and running in a neat stripe down his forehead toward 
a dark brow, where it crosses with the blood that has already pooled in the fur- 
rowed creases there. 

According to some accounts, Kagan was not, in fact, in Nanterre by chance 
or by virtue of his intrepid politics. Rather, his presence at the manifestations 
seems to have been suggested by local FF-FLN leadership, a supposition that 
indicates that they anticipated exactly what the outcome of the manifestation 
might be.”* As such, it is not at all implausible to suggest that some of what we 
see in front of Kagan’s lens was explicitly staged as a “spectacle” for the lens, and 
this precisely in order to show us something on behalf of a people who could 


FLASH FORWARD 


otherwise show very little and who had little access to the means of representa- 
tion. So, while it was Kagan who pressed the shutter release, the photographic 
agency in question here was not just that of the FF-FLN but also that which 
materialized through the prosthesis of the camera. 

Why this matters is made even more apparent in other Kagan photographs 
from the same night. Indeed, many of Kagan’s photographs of the event have 
become iconic, radically displacing images like the Boissay image (see fig. 4) 
or the many others circulating in the press in the days just after the 17th of 
October that showed the almost leviathanlike mass of protesters on the central 
boulevards. To be sure, we might ascribe the popularity of photos like Kagan’s 
to the sensationalism of the Orientalist fantasy they cannot help but represent: 
the body of the Arab is disciplined and defeated, made impassive and vulner- 
able to the symbols of French power and cultural authority. As such, in these 
images we might say the Orient is “fixed” once again, located and pinned down 
like the impossible objects with which Michel Foucault begins his Archaeology 
of Knowledge and on which Said develops his thinking about the discursive 
emblems of representation. 

But to be blunt about the obvious: this space is different and fixing it here 
means something different. In this second Kagan photograph, after all, we are 
now well within the heart of the metropolitan capital, much as we were in the 
Boissay photograph (fig. 6; see fig. 4). And, in fact, the picture is hardly fixed or 
still. Taken without a flash from the inside of a Metro car as it pulls out of the 
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station, the image is best understood as part of a stop-motion film sequence, 
the lack of focus demonstrating Kagan’s discretion as he used his camera to 
shoot hundreds of Algerian men being arrested. In this particular photograph, 
which is more frequently reproduced than others from the sequence, we see 
twenty or thirty of these men in near focus under signage marking the Metro 
stop as Place de la Concorde and under an advertisement for the dish soap Rex, 
which only underscores the “whitewashing” vision that needs (still) to keep the 
Algerians out of the public view. The men in the foreground face the wall, their 
heads bowed beneath the weight of their clasped hands. Other images from the 
same sequence show us this multitude expanding back into the space of the sta- 
tion, staring out toward the people on the train who, history tells us, refused to 
see them in return regardless of what Kagan’s camera shot. 

Although it was probably not their intent to be photographed here, tens of 
feet below the Place de la Concorde, the protesters’ presence at this important 
site cannot but resonate symbolically, and not only for the martyrlike implica- 
tions of the Rex above their heads or for the irony revealed by the manner in 
which they are handled by the police just below the French word for “peace” 
As Maurice Agulhon explains, the Place de la Concorde has long been a potent 
symbol of the French capital, wherein it means to unite a political Left and 
Right as contained within the east and west of the city.*° As such, this site also 
constitutes a synecdoche of the nation, a function signaled by the symbolic 
representations of each of eight major French cities that flank it. 

Thus, one of the most striking legacies of the Kagan photos of the arrested 
protesters at the Place de la Concorde might be the evidence they provide 
of what we must understand, finally, as the FF-FLN’s image politics. The 
sequence—and in particular this single, blurred frame—shows us not just the 
Algerians after all but, significantly, their subordination at the symbolic cen- 
ter of the French nation. Moreover, the photograph does so in a way deter- 
minedly visible to a public constituted here as a self-consciously national one. 
This reinscription of the Algerian in the French national body and its public 
sphere assumes additional significance in light of Frangois Furet’s instruction 
in the France Observateur article named above. Furet instructs the French read- 
ing public to be a mobile urban public and to travel in order to “see” the truth 
of the suburban ghettos where the Algerians live. Kagan’s Concorde picture, 
we might understand, instead travels for them, providing visual access to an 
Algerian France in their midst. Yes, this is also an image of the “Orient” as it 
is imagined and constructed by the order of the imperial police and so too an 
image therefore of Orientalism. But this time the unstable, unfixed identity that 
is imaged pertains to France itself. The “Orient” has, in other words, here come 
home to roost; it is the Occident that is being made and unmade from its very 
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center and by the oppression of the very bodies that, by 1961, it had hoped to 
occlude from its national vision. 

Of course, this is precisely the image that colonialist France needed to 
refuse, perhaps even more so than that of a police gone overboard as in those 
of Kagan’s other photographs that were much more widely published at the 
time. At a time when the War of Independence could not be named as such, 
the claims of others to the space of the metropole—real or symbolic—could 
not be allowed, and especially not on the level of the image. In that sense, the 
plenitude and presence announced in photographs of 17 October 1961—like the 
Boissay photograph above and the elision announced by Kagan’s Concorde pho- 
tograph—might be thought of as partaking in what Georges Didi- Huberman 
has elsewhere implored us to see as “refutations snatched from a world bent 
on their impossibility.” Here that world is one that the French, and not just 
Papon but the majority of the populace, wanted “to obfuscate, to leave word- 
less and imageless,” much as the Nazis with whom Didi-Huberman’s analysis is 
concerned had aspired to leave the world of the camps they created.”* 

Didi-Huberman’s pleas for a reinvigorated ethics of looking at photographs 
and seeing “something” in the “nothing” they picture for us finds a useful cor- 
relate in the work of the political theorist Ariella Azoulay. In her writings about 
images issuing, for example, from the occupied Palestinian territories, Azoulay 
suggests we need to reconsider our responsibility to the images of catastrophe 
that dominate our mediascape, which is to say exactly those same images that 
Baudrillard would have had us refuse as “war porn” She argues that it is pre- 
cisely through the negotiations of gaze and contingent reality enabled by these 
pictures that those who are governed without the rights of citizenship achieve 
membership in a community that exceeds and so might challenge state sover- 
eignty.”’ In that sense, and in light of the photographs analyzed here, we might 
say that colonialism’s contradictions with the modern nation-state can be found 
in precisely this circulation of public images. Indeed, it is within the visibility 
enabled by this circulation that those who are codified as unequal by the colo- 
nial state have a chance to make claims to the ideals of egalitarian citizenship 
that undergird the French republic. In this instance, the “right to the city” and 
the right to be seen and so counted as such would be chief among them. 

Following Azoulay’s prompt to focus on the claims made by both the pho- 
tograph and its subjects on those who see the images in front of them prompts 
us, in turn, to challenge a certain mediaphobia engendered by years of post- 
Debordian cultural analysis, which has taught us that the state’s control of 
spectacle precludes any nonstate disruption. That this position has crippled 
our capacity to read the kinds of subaltern agency that might be mobilized by 
the photographic image should, by now, be clear. The images of the Algerian 
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War of Independence discussed above—images that can exist only as a result of 
the very real consequences of the merged Orientalist and colonialist trajectory 
mapped across the images examined elsewhere in this volume—confirm the 
spatial dislocations of the Orientalist photograph from lands once perceived 
as distant to the spatial territory that is defined only ever possibly as “here and 
elsewhere, to twist the title of Jean-Luc Godard and Anne-Marie Miéville’s 
famous 1975 film. However, unfixed and moving, these images need not be read 
in only one way. In fact, resisting the Orientalizing history they encapsulate 
demands they must not be. Otherwise—to flash forward once again to 2005— 
we will only ever see the “Orient” presented in the spectacular press photo- 
graphs of the French urban uprisings of that year in the fixed terms set more 
than a century ago. 
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TRAVEL ALBUMS AND REVISIONING NARRATIVES 
A Case Study in the 
Getty’s Fleury “Cachemire” Album of 1908 


Two unusual photographs from an otherwise rather conventional travel album 
documenting a trip to India in March of 1908 offer the opportunity to recon- 
sider some fundamental assumptions about photography (figs. 1, 2).’ The pho- 
tographs were acquired on a tour of India by a French fine cloth merchant, Paul 
Fleury, who was accompanied by Marie Fleury, either his wife or a relative. One 
of many albums assembled to in some way document their overseas travels, this 
volume represents “Cachemire,’ which is stamped in gold on the leather cover. 
It includes commercial photographs of famous locations in Kashmir, India. 
Several of the photographs depict Srinagar, the summer capital of the princely 
state of Jammu and Kashmir, which in 1908 was presided over by Maharaja 
Pratap Singh (1848-1925), also pictured in the album, under the harsh scrutiny 
of British colonial rulers. In addition, the album contains a surprising number 
of images of Ladakh and Zangskar, two culturally Tibetan and Buddhist regions 
incorporated into the territory of Jammu and Kashmir. 

The two aforementioned photographs depict a prominent Buddhist teacher 
born in Zangskar who resided in Ladakh but is also known to have visited 
the capital cities of Srinagar and Jammu. It is possible that the Fleurys actu- 
ally encountered him; however, there is no basis for this assumption, since the 
album includes many photographs that were either taken long before their visit 
or of places to which they could not have traveled during their visit (including 
remote Ladakh and Zangskar). Moreover, while many of the album’s handwrit- 
ten labels are accurate, these incorrectly identify the teacher. Nevertheless, my 
fieldwork in Ladakh and Zangskar has enabled the identification of the photo- 
graphs’ subject and the discovery that these two photographs circulated locally. 
Copies of them (along with similar photographs) were owned by the teacher 
in question, as well as by his successor. This article attempts to suggest that the 
functions of the photographs in Ladakh and Zangskar—and in Tibetan culture 
widely—call into question the universal relevance of Western theories of pho- 
tography that associate portrait photography with the apprehension of death, 
loss, and memory. While I make no claims to represent a distinctive culturally 
Tibetan understanding of photography, here I record my own observations of 
these and other photographs operating within Tibetan networks of meaning. 
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In one of the two well-composed photographs of the same man in the Fleury 
album, he is dressed in the full robes of a teacher of the Tibetan Geluk Buddhist 
order and appears with a group of followers before a set of three wooden 
doors (see fig. 1). He is named in the Fleury caption as Lama Garos of Hemis 
Monastery (which belongs to the Drukpa Kagyu, not the Geluk, lineage). In 
the second photograph, he is dressed in the more casual robes of an esteemed 
monk, wears a prominent medal, and is surrounded by some of the same lay 
and clerical followers (see fig. 2). Here they appear before a wooden balcony, 
but in both photographs the identical dhurrie, or flat-weave rug, is present and 
the main figure has the same comfortably authoritative presence. 

In 1922, Cecil Tyndale Biscoe published one of the photographs and attrib- 
uted it to R. E. Shorter (see fig. 1).” He captioned the photograph “The Buddhist 
Abbot and his Celas or Pupils” but gave no further information. I showed the 
photograph to my friend Karsha Lonpo, a learned monk, teacher, and local 
historian in Zangskar. He identified the subject not as a putative Lama Garos 
of Hemis but as the predecessor of an important Tulku, or reincarnation, who 
had recently died: Kushok Bakula Rinpoche of Spituk and Sankar Monasteries. 
Indeed, in Bakula’s 2001 Tibetan autobiography we found both of the Fleury 
album images along with a third, possibly related, photograph.’ The caption 
for the figure 1 photograph reads, using an honorific title (sku gong): “[My] 
Previous Incarnation together with students.” The figure 2 caption reads: “[My] 
Previous Incarnation in the Jammu royal palace inner apartments wearing a 
medal together with his attendants.” And the caption for the third photograph, 
in which the main figure is hatless and surrounded by masked dancers, atten- 
dants, and three dogs, reads: “[My] Previous Incarnation together with Tantric 
Cham [masked dance] performers in the King’s palace at Jammu.” 

Once clued in to his actual identity—not Lama Garos, and not from Hemis 
Monastery as on the Fleury album’s labels—it was relatively easy to find out 
more about this man. He was the eighteenth incarnation of Bakula, named 
Lobzang Yeshe Stanba Gyaltsan (1860-1917), born to the king of Zangla in 
Zangskar.° He was the abbot of the important Spituk Monastery near Leh, the 
capital of Ladakh. The photographs by Shorter at the palace of Maharaja Pratap 
Singh were most likely taken on one of Kushok Bakula’s several possible visits, 
probably in the 1890s. The year of the one documented visit, when he received 
an invitation from Maharaja Pratap Singh himself, is unknown, but a Ladakhi 
historian, Nawang Tsering Shakspo, has provided some details.* Based on a 
number of accounts, including critical British ones, the maharaja was a deeply 
religious man. Much to his sorrow, he was childless, but he heard from one 
of his ministers who had visited Ladakh that the abbot of Spituk Monastery 


was a learned incarnate lama with powers that could bless the maharaja with 
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Fig. 1. 

Attributed to R. E. Shorter. 
The eighteenth Kushok Bakula 
Rinpoche seated with six 
devotees (mislabeled Lama 
Garos du monastére de Hemi 
ou Hémis), before 1908, 
albumen print, 17.9 x 23.2 cm 
(71% x 9% in.). 

From Paul Fleury, 
“Cachemire,” travel album, 
1908. 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 


Fig. 2. 

Attributed to R. E. Shorter. 
The eighteenth Kushok Bakula 
Rinpoche seated with four 
acolytes (mislabeled Lama 
Garos—Petit Thibet), before 
1908, albumen print, 18.1 x 
23.5cm (714 x 9% in.). 
From Paul Fleury, 
“Cachemire,” travel album, 
1908. 

Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute. 
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issue. The maharaja sent an invitation, and Kushok Bakula and his entourage 
were welcomed in the Jammu Palace with great respect. Bakula stayed there 
in prayer for seven days with the ruler in attendance. According to Nawang 
Tsering Shakspo, “after Maharaja Pratapa Singh, his son Maharaja Hari Singh 
(who is said to have been born after Bakula Lobzang Eshey’s prayer) came to 
the throne.” 

Hari Singh is generally accepted as Pratap Singh’s nephew (the son of his 
brother Amar Singh), not his son. If he was the progeny attributed to Kushok 
Bakula’s rituals, then the latter’s visit must have taken place sometime before 
Hari Singh’s birth in 1895.° Alternatively, perhaps the photograph was taken 
ten years earlier, in 1886, during Pratap Singh's installation as maharaja at the 
Jammu Palace, because an extensive delegation from Ladakh attended, includ- 
ing a number of abbots and masked dancers.’ 

The eighteenth Kushok Bakula’s spiritual powers and personal magnetism 
were mentioned by some of the westerners who met and left accounts of him. 
Those by missionaries are anxious and cynical if not spiteful, whereas those by 
mountaineers are filled with praise.’° The Italian mountaineer Filippo de Filippi 
knew him well and also photographed him. He was most impressed with Bakula, 
describing him as having “great dignity of bearing united to a benign aspect and 
exquisitely courtly manners...a great gentleman, great in heart and in bearing.”** 
Kushok Bakula’s role in public and religious affairs and his closeness to the royal 
family of Stok were recognized by the local government as well.’ 

In the summer of 2010, several photographs—including photographs iden- 
tical to figures 1 and 2—were framed and displayed in Spituk Monastery’s 
reception hall, as they had been for many years. The third photograph of the 
eighteenth Bakula, which appears in the autobiography mentioned above, was 
also among them. It had a visible photographer’s mark reading “R. Korz, Simla,” 
suggesting an otherwise unknown photographer based in Simla. 

The eighteenth Kushok Bakula maintained his headquarters at Spituk 
Monastery, but he built Sankar Monastery, northwest of Leh, in 1890. This 
became his primary personal residence, as it was for his successor, the nine- 
teenth Bakula, author of the book that included the same photographs as those 
in the Fleury album. In 2009, after showing copies of the Fleury photographs 
to monks at Sankar Monastery, I was escorted into various rooms, all closely 
connected to both Bakulas. In Bakula Rinpoche’s sleeping chamber, there is a 
collection of sculpted and painted deities along with a few framed paintings 
and photographs of religious figures, including his predecessor, the eighteenth 
Bakula (figs. 3a, 3b). In pose and dress this photograph resembles the Fleury 
photograph, but it isolates the subject, which makes it suitable from the Tibetan 


perspective for introduction into a different kind of “album” collection. Here 
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the photograph is hung above images of deities. In Tibetan Buddhist practice, 
the placement of deities is meaningful; one would not hang a snapshot of an 
ordinary person above an image of deities, so this photograph and this man 
were being given a high status.** Most likely, the photograph was previously 
owned by its subject, the eighteenth Bakula Rinpoche, and was later inherited, 
along with the monastery itself, by his successor, the nineteenth Bakula. It was 
certainly placed and looked at by the nineteenth, as the room had not been 
modified since the recent death of the nineteenth Bakula. 

I want to explore the implications of that private gaze, within his bedroom, 
of a man who genuinely believed that he was looking at a photograph of a for- 
mer version, a previous incarnation, of himself. Surely this way of looking at 
photographs is radically different from the one assumed in Western photo- 
graphic theory. It is an unusual example but indicative of a profound, subtle, 
and widespread attitude toward identity and existence that must certainly 
affect the meanings that photographs accrue. Here I make a brief digression 
into the entrenched association of photography with memory and mortality in 
Western theorizing. 

In many histories of photography, the focus returns to memory and loss, 
to the recursive distancing between the indexical representation and the lost 


Fig. 3a. 

Interior of nineteenth 

Kushok Bakula’s sitting 

and bedchamber in Sankar 
Monastery, Leh Ladakh 
(Jammu and Kashmir, India), 
with framed photograph of 
the eighteenth Kushok Bakula 
(upper right) (see fig. 3b). 


Fig. 3b. 

Framed photograph of the 
eighteenth Kushok Bakula 
(see fig. 3a, upper right). 
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living presence that the photograph can never bridge.’* Roland Barthes, in 
Camera Lucida, famously pairs photography and death. He writes about “that 
rather terrible thing which is there in every photograph: the return of the 
dead.”** “With the Photograph, we enter into flat Death.”** “[The] photograph 
tells me death in the future... I shudder... over a catastrophe which has already 
occurred. Whether or not the subject is already dead, every photograph is this 
catastrophe.’”” Susan Sontag sharpens this association. She writes, “All photo- 
graphs are memento mori.” They are “a mournful vision of loss,’ and the “link 
between photography and death haunts all photographs of people.”’* In Walter 
Benjamin, too, we find photography and the melancholic memorial entwined. 
“In the cult of remembrance of dead or absent loved ones, the cult value of 
the image finds its last refuge. In the fleeting expression of a human face, the 
aura beckons from early photographs for the last time. This is what gives them 
their melancholy and incomparable beauty.”’? Derrida’s work on photography 
is similarly represented as underscoring photography as a mourning for the 
here-now that is irretrievably absent and archived as a loss.”° 

Entrenched as this position is, given Bakula’s perspective in looking at 
photographs of his own preincarnation, can we assume a melancholy cult of 
absence, or self-alienation? It seems to me, in his relation to a photograph of his 
earlier self, or body, he is his own proof of presence, of identity. I bring this up 
in light of what Chris Pinney has recently called (or called for) “a new “World 
History of Photography.” In the endeavor to radically rethink “questions of cen- 
tre and periphery,’ I believe we have to take account not just of technological 
and political circumstances but also of particular historical consciousnesses 
that lead to alternative modes of spectatorship. 

In the familiar Western context, the photograph generally evokes exactly that 
which will never be restored after death: the quickened body. As we have seen, 
the photograph has been theorized as stimulating an inconsolable memory 
of the dead, the lost past, and a reminder of our own inevitable mortality. We 
must be careful not to universalize this thanatography for all beholders, because 
not everyone shares that historically constructed cognitive orientation. To be 
sure, the deaths of loved ones and ultimately of what we may for convenience 
call “oneself” are generally recognized as inevitable, and the usual desire is for 
those deaths to be delayed as long as possible.”” But not everyone sees this self 
as wholly discrete or essential, as uniquely coming into being, and as either 
being dissolved without remnant at physical death or preserved as a soul into 
eternity. Hindus in South Asia and Buddhists throughout Asia see the self in a 
very different way: as a temporary, interdependent phenomenon creating the 
illusion of continuity that can persist across lifetimes. Anything born must die, 
but if one sees that there is no essential self, death takes on a very different 
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valence.** Once that illusion of selfhood is transcended in the consciousness 
streams of those considered to have attained enlightenment—such as Bakula— 
they are believed to continue manifesting in bodies that regularly wear out, but 
are renewed, time and again. 

What would someone with such a worldview make of a photograph of some- 
one he has come to believe, in all sincerity, to have been “himself” in a previ- 
ous life? While this may be an extreme case, does it not require that a different 
attitude toward a photograph be imagined? Without losing its poignancy and 
mystery, might a photograph be more (or less) than a trigger for the sense of the 
irrevocable loss of the past? Might it not even suggest a continuity between the 
past and present and a promise of the future? 

If one sees death as inevitable but not absolute, photographs might take on 
a different relation toward the past and present. If the physical body is under- 
stood in a different way (and by “understood” I do not refer to the intellectual 
grasp of a theory but to an internalized root metaphor, a fundamental cognitive 
orientation), grasped not as a representation of actual reality but of appearance, 
wouldn't the indexicality of photographs hold even less of a sentimental lure, 
less of a seductive hook into (mis)reading appearance and reality? 

An embedded sense of cyclical time and recurring incarnation engenders 
an understanding that persons are not just “then.” The beings whose forms are 
traced in photographs may in one sense be no more, but within a few years are 
believed to be back in the “now” in another form. Based on my study of Tibetan 
religious art and practice, this correlates closely to what I have perceived as a 
Tibetan Buddhist experience of the immanence of deities. Deities appear to 
have a timeless, ubiquitous presence though they manifest as individuals very 
much in the present. Again, while conscious of and uncomfortable with my 
own role as purporting to somehow speak for “the Tibetans,” I do not believe 
this is simply some Orientalist fantasy projected onto Buddhists (Tibetans in 
particular) but rather something they experience on a daily basis, as the contro- 
versies over the reincarnations of the most recent Panchen Lama and Karmapa 
suggest.”* Although they have registered in a range of Western media, including 
film, the reincarnating Dalai, Panchen, and Karmapa Lamas are just three of 
the many hundreds of such incarnation lineages still operative among Tibetans. 

It is these factors—simultaneity of past and present and immanence of dei- 
ties—that probably prepared the way for the inclusion of photographs into 
Tibetan contexts of religious imagery.’* Because a deity is both everywhere 
and also localized in a consecrated image, a deity is “everywhere/always” and 
“here/now.’ It was an easy extension to consider the photograph of a departed 
teacher as comparable to a consecrated sculpture or painting of the very deity 
manifesting that body, just as the Dalai Lama is taken as a manifestation of the 


177 


178 


Fig. 4. 

Photograph of the tenth 

(alt. seventh) Panchen Lama 
Lobsang Trinley Lhiindrub 
Chokyi Gyaltsen (1938-89) 
with offering scarf, placed in 
front of Tibetan altar cabinet 
with metalwork images of 
Buddhist deities and teachers 
in the chambers of Lama 
Kalsang Losal, Sengge Shong 
Monastery, Rebgong (Amdo- 
Qinghai, People’s Republic 
of China). 


Fig. 5. 

Photograph of H.H. the 
fourteenth Dalai Lama Tenzin 
Gyatso (b. 1935) on Tibetan 
Buddhist altar, attached to an 
image of one thousand—armed 
Avalokiteshvara sculpture, 
Sankar main assembly hall, 
Leh Ladakh (Jammu and 
Kashmir, India). 
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bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara and the Panchen Lama is a manifestation of the 
Buddha Amitabha. 
In Tibetan cultural regions, photographs of both living and passed-away 


teachers appear to be treated identically to sculpted and painted images of 
teachers and deities (figs. 4, 5). Whether or not they are framed, the photo- 
graphs are placed on altars and cared for like a sculpture or painting of a deity 
or teacher: butter lamps are lit below them and they are draped with ceremonial 
scarves (katak). Sometimes they are inserted on or in reliquaries or attached to 
sculptures. At times, a photograph is integrated into a painting, either by cut- 
ting out a face and pasting it onto a painting or by painting on the photographic 
print, leaving the face and exposed skin unpainted. Often, there appears a 
hybrid quality to such images, where the photographic part is naturalistic while 
the surrounding areas use a different system of painting conventions. Although 
photographs are now used by artists as models for paintings, paintings were 
also undoubtedly used as models for photographs: the compositions of many 
formal portraits of high lamas were based on a familiar style used in painted 
portraits (figs. 6, 7). Understood in the way I am trying to suggest, it is easy to 
see how and perhaps why photographs have been integrated seamlessly and by 


manifold means into Tibetan pictorial and ritual practices. 
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In Tibetan contexts I expect that a photograph would be thought of as the 


marks left by the photograph’s subject (not the taker) through the mediation 
of the technology. As such, the photograph rather easily finds a place among 
the various types of relics that Buddhists acknowledge, including physical body 
relics, “touch relics” (things a great being has touched), indexical relics like 
footprints and handprints (though they also become touch relics unless they 
are reproduced as an ideal), and relics of mind (the Buddha’s teachings are also 
considered his relics, as bringing him present to the beholder). 

In conclusion, the photographs in the Fleury albums were, to quote Elizabeth 
Edwards, “part of the representational machine by which the construction and 
circulation of images worked within the trade routes of colonialism.** What 
began as commercial photographs “produced for a tourist market in exotica” 
were also collected by anthropologists and “became absorbed into the discourse 
of type within anthropological evaluation.””” Other European missionaries, 
explorers, colonialists, and sportsmen collected similar images. Some of these 
photographs, notably the portraits, also circulated within networks of those 
represented in the photographs. They were claimed by locals and by the sub- 
jects themselves, and the meanings they simultaneously supported outside the 


colonial archive produce not so much “an ‘indigenous’ counter-narrative””* as 


Fig. 6. 

Painter unknown. 

The eleventh Dalai Lama, 
Khedrub Gyatso (1838-55), 
mid-1800s, distemper 
mural with glue binder, 
dimensions unknown. 
Samye, Tibet, Utse Hall 
(second floor). 


Fig. 7. 

The nineteenth Kushok Bakula 
Rinpoche, 1942, photograph, 
dimensions unknown. 
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“alternative histories.” In envisioning how photographs have operated and con- 
tinue to operate in Tibetan contexts since then, I have suggested that differences 
in presumed worldviews affect the meanings derived from the same images. We 
do not know the Fleurys’ intentions for or interpretations of their “Cachemire” 
photographs. Even if, along with many tourists, the Fleurys participated in the 
exoticization of locales and nameless “typical” natives, for locals reading their 
own photographs such an Orientalist projection was nearly as irrelevant as eth- 
nographic classification or colonial surveillance narratives. 

In following these photographs back into Indian Tibet, one finds they 
continued to be understood and have meaning long after they were enclosed 
within a travel album in 1908 or acquired by the Getty Research Institute in 
1991. The meanings of photographs certainly derive from constitutive relations 
and discourses of power that are inevitably local.*° We are obliged to under- 
stand that political and social power was triangulated among the religious elite 
of Ladakh, the maharaja of Kashmir, his appointed representatives, and the 
quasi-official representative of British colonial rule. Even more importantly, 
and probably much more of a challenge, we must take seriously the mental 
typologies and weltanschauung of the photographs’ subjects and local viewers, 
for in allowing themselves to be represented, they were also performing for 
local beholders who would understand and treat some of these objects as relics 
not of absence but of presence. 


Coda 


The twentieth Bakula Rinpoche, Thubten Ngawang Norbu, was born 23 January 
2006, at Tega Village in Nubra, to the north of Leh. He was recognized as the 
reincarnation in March 2008, brought to Spituk Monastery on 6 August 2010, 
and “enthroned” on 12 August. On 21 August, I accompanied my friend Karsha 
Lonpo, who had known the nineteenth Bakula for many years, to Spituk 
Monastery so he could reintroduce himself to the very young incarnation. As 
a gift, I offered the boy copies of the Fleury photographs of his predecessor, the 
eighteenth Kushok Bakula. He quickly took them out of my hand and, while 
listening to Karsha Lonpo respectfully remind him of their previous interac- 
tions, played with the photographs. He stared at them with concentration and 
pushed them to and fro on the low table before which he was seated, looking 
back and forth at Karsha Lonpo and the photographs. He seemed fascinated 
by them. Perhaps when he is older, it will be possible to interview him about 
what he thinks when he sees “himself” in alternative form. He is not the only 
Tibetan incarnation who, through at least three generations now, has possessed. 


and deployed photographs of himself or his predecessors.** The self-reporting 
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of the individual thoughts and reactions to such photographs might be no 


more than anecdotal evidence. However, observed usage by many Tibetans 


of photographs representing respected teachers suggests they are treated just 


like other religious objects: as religious “supports” (Tib. rten). That is, they 


are physical objects perfumed by the body, speech, or mind of transcendent 


enlightenment. While they can operate as a channel for feelings of loss or grief 


(as reminders of the inevitability of death), they are also able to provoke an 


awareness of continuity and return. 
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Edwards, Raw Histories, 107, following Bronwen Douglas. 

Edwards, Raw Histories, 109. 

Elizabeth Edwards, following John Tagg, points out that “the meaning of pho- 
tographs resides in the discursive practices that constitute them and that they 
themselves constitute, from relations of power that constitute the conditions 

of existence for these photographs to current readings of the image.” Edwards, 
Raw Histories, 108. A few years earlier, Christopher Pinney began his Camera 
Indica with a quote also from John Tagg. It maintains that photography “is tied 
to definite conditions of existence and its products are meaningful and legible 
only within the particular currencies they have. [Photography’s] history has no 
unity.” Christopher Pinney, Camera Indica: The Social Life of Indian Photographs 
(Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1997), 17. 

H.H. the seventeenth Gyalwa Karmapa Orgyen Trinley Dorje is currently 
assembling an archive of photographs of his predecessor, the sixteenth Karmapa 
Rangjung Rigpe Dorje (1924-81); Lhundup Damché, close disciple of H. H. the 


seventeenth Karmapa, personal communication, 12 May 2011. 
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THE MUTE TESTIMONY OF THE PICTURE 
British Paper Photography and India 


In September 2007, the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York opened its 
doors on a groundbreaking exhibition that sought to extend the history of what 
it called “British photographs from paper negatives” beyond the limits of the 
conventional account.’ Presented as the first attempt “to explore the opening 
decades of paper photography in the country of its birth” Impressed by Light: 
British Photographs from Paper Negatives, 1840-1860 also offered a foil to an 
earlier, equally unprecedented survey of French daguerreotypes, bolstering the 
claims of the British—or should one say English?—calotype process to be fully 
a rival to its French competitor.’ 

This explicit coupling of the story of the emergence and early deployment 
of a new imaging technology to a national theme was a distinctive feature of 
both exhibitions, only partially borne out by the nationalistic rhetoric through 
which the competing photographic processes were promoted at the time, in the 
first decade and a half of what the exhibitions remained content to describe as 
“the development of the new medium of photography:”* Leaving the question of 
“the medium” to hang for the moment, it soon became apparent that the insis- 
tence of Impressed by Light on “British photographs,” “British photographers,” 
and “British artists” would prove equally unsustainable, since the borderline 
that was drawn was deceptive and its enforcement inconsistent. It was not just 
a matter of the vagaries of curatorial selection, however. Notions of national 
identity notoriously turn on the orbit of difference, introducing an unwanted 
element of uncertainty and deferral that, inevitably, has a corrosive effect on the 
confidently universalist language of masters and monuments, primacy and pre- 
eminence, characteristic of the house style of the Metropolitan Museum under 
the directorship of Philippe de Montebello. 

The liberally used adjective British is, of course, particularly fraught. It has 
remained erratic in its definition and manifestly unreliable as a marker of alle- 
giance. Here in the exhibition—ignoring the Dutchman Nicolaas Henneman, 
who gained admission solely as William Henry Fox Talbot’s loyal retainer— 
photographers are variously identified as “English,” “Welsh,” “Scottish” and 
“Trish,” and only in six inexplicably special cases as “British.”* The curators did 


not invent the confusion, of course, and, when we arrive at last with the British 
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in India, we would do well to recall it was the English flag that flew over the 
coat of arms of the East India Company, whose motto was: Auspicio regis et 
senatus Anglia (By right of the King and the Senate of England). As Tom Nairn 
has argued, the strange absences and evasions of British statehood are rooted 
in the archaic peculiarities of the pre-modern formation of the English state 
that marked it out from the wave of state-ordered, nationalist capitalisms that 
emerged in the course of the nineteenth century.° For all the unifying effects of 
the Victorian capitalist economy, the centripetal pull of metropolitanism, and 
the political mobilization and spoils of imperialism, Britain always lacked the 
unity lent by the nationalist Imaginary, since it never had the second revolu- 
tion that might have made it a modern nation-state. Instead, it chose Empire 
and self-proclaimed “Greatness.” The same historical blockage accounts for 
the simultaneous universalizing and elision of Englishness in the consolida- 
tion of the Anglo-British state. The result is the singular instability of the very 
Britishness that the exhibition wants to hold in place as the marker of a guar- 
anteed identity and a generalized authorial presence—the vantage point from 
which everything is seen and said. 

Already, then, the framing of the exhibition shows cracks. Yet its story of 
“British photographs from paper negatives” had a decided momentum, capable 
of carrying it farther than we might have been led to expect. Previous accounts 
of the history of early photography had for the most part assumed an almost 
immediate decline in the use of Talbot’s paper negative process following 
the introduction in 1851 of collodion glass negatives that seemed to combine 
the brilliance and precision of the daguerreotype with the reproducibility of the 
paper print. If it had held to this conventional knowledge, Impressed by Light 
would have come to an abrupt stop halfway round the first gallery, after a 
wall of Talbot and a wall of Hill & Adamson, William Collie, and Benjamin 
Brecknell Turner. Undeterred, however, the exhibition pressed on to reveal what 
it described as “a previously unrecognized artistic flourishing of the calotype 
among British photographers working on several continents during the 1850s.”° 

In keeping with the persistent national myth of the character-forming bene- 
fits of defeat, the spur to this flourishing proved to be a national humiliation 
of sorts. It was at the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations, 
held at the Crystal Palace in London in 1851, that the paying public had its first 
real chance to see the commercial and artistic potentialities of photography. The 
products of the camera thus took their place in the spectacle of industrial and 
technological marvels that now came to seem magically disconnected from the 
bitter labor struggles marking the preceding two decades. The only blemish 
for this grand British plan was that, as the Reports by the Juries subsequently 


recorded, all the gold medals went to American daguerreotypes and, more 
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stinging to some, to the superior, artistic calotype prints submitted by French 
exhibitors.’ In the recoil of a suitably chastened national pride, the heroes of 
the Metropolitan Museum show—those cultivated English gentlemen of learn- 
ing and leisure—found themselves compelled to organize for the improvement 
of national standards, helped along by the carefully negotiated loosening of 
Talbot’s patent restrictions, which opened the way for the formation of the 
Photographic Society in 1853. 

As their numbers grew, these gentlemen-amateurs (as the exhibition would 
have them) enabled the practice of photography to break out of the restricted 
circle of Talbot’s relations, associates, and scholarly friends that had largely 
defined the limits of calotype practice in its first decade. Schooled as they were 
in the intimate pleasures of the connoisseurship of drawings and prints, these 
wealthy gentlemen, we are told, valued the paper print for its softening of detail, 
its massing of light and shadow, and its graphic smudginess, which seemed 
more artistic and, in any case, set their work apart from the mechanistic sharp- 
ness of the retail trade. It was a sense of distinction these gentlemen took to 
their weekend retreats, away from the clamor of city life and the din of industry. 
Nature as a mirror for English temperament, romantic ruins, striking geological 
features, ancient oaks, castles, vistas, landed property, good fishing, and hunt- 
ing estates: this is what interested them and this is what the exhibition sets us 
up to expect—though it is then hard to fit the itinerant work of Roger Fenton 
or the steam locomotives of the dauntingly named James Mudd into this frame, 
a frame in which, as Geoffrey Batchen has remarked, “every image is presented 
as a singular act of personal expression, and therefore as artistic rather than 
capitalist in aspiration.” 

Focusing on its story of the work of “men of learning and leisure” and 
their aspirations to photographic art, Impressed by Light cultivated a marked 
blind spot for the more mundane questions of production, replication, and 
the economy of images. Yet it was precisely in relation to these issues that the 
introduction of the negative-positive process and the discovery of the latent 
image represented seismic events. This other history, however, found itself 
all but entirely erased from the exhibition whose agenda, once the scene had 
been briefly set, hurried viewers on past Talbot’s didactic double image of the 
Reading establishment—the quaintly suburban factory that Talbot set up in 1843 
under the direction of his erstwhile valet, Nicolaas Henneman. Here, though, 
in the back garden, we briefly glimpse the kind of productivity Talbot himself 
imagined for his invention: reproductions of works of art, copies of engravings 
and prints, and the mass production of plates for photographically illustrated 
books like The Pencil of Nature (1844-46) and Sun Pictures in Scotland (1845)— 


all areas in which Talbot’s process enjoyed success, even if it was never able to 
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compete with the daguerreotype for market share in the enormously profitable 
field of commercial portraiture. It is a back garden seen from the windows of a 
train that is going elsewhere. As Batchen again has sharply observed, Impressed 
by Light “carefully erases any signs of commerce or labor from the historical 
record, leaving the impression that the calotype was entirely the preserve of 
the independently wealthy-”’ In this, Batchen adds, the exhibition “repeats the 
efforts of the Photographic Society itself, which sought to maintain a clear divi- 
sion between those ‘in trade’ and those ‘in society.” *° 

This division, however, was not perhaps as consoling as it ought to have 
been. The tight-knit preoccupation with the artistically validated picturesque 
themes of late romantic and naturalist art betrayed an overinsistent hymn to 
land, property, and place that, warding off the insecurities of the time, sought to 
offer the confirmation of continuity and belonging to relatively arriviste profes- 
sional men—modernizers, technocrats, and industrialists who, focusing their 
cameras in their leisure hours, quite pointedly turned their backs on the dirt 
and conflict of the industrial sources of their new wealth.” It was a careful habit 
of shielding the eyes that they would take with them on their travels—first, 
on what the curators call “the New Grand Tour,” seeking out the great sites 
and landscapes of European cultural heritage: the Acropolis, Pompeii, Rome; 
Bruges, Naples, Segovia, Madrid, Salamanca, Moscow, Malta; Mount Etna, the 
Alps, the Pyrenees. 

Here, the sudden change of scene allowed the exhibition to mark another 
crucial factor prolonging the life of a process that the textbooks say was super- 
seded after 1851 by the new glass plates. Collodion glass plates, in fact, repre- 
sented a far from convenient choice for the traveling photographer. They were 
heavy and fragile and they had to be exposed in the camera and developed 
while still wet—so they had to be prepared and processed on the spot, meaning 
that the camera operator had to transport an entire photographic laboratory 
and track down local sources of chemical supplies. Lightweight paper negatives 
worked just as well when dry as when freshly prepared, so they could be made 
in advance, stored, exposed, and developed later, eliminating the need to travel 
with a portable darkroom.’ These decided advantages came into their own par- 
ticularly in hot countries, where wet-plate photographers had to labor in stifling 
darkrooms with sticky emulsions that were constantly in danger of picking up 
insects and dust. By comparison, for travelers of a certain class, the paper plate 
was a civilized convenience far from home. 

The technical advantages of paper negatives made them attractive, however, 
not just to artistically inclined amateurs and men of means but also to entrepre- 
neurs—enterprising characters such as Charles Clifford, who worked to make 
a business from the sale of images of the new tourist destinations, especially of 
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the architectural and archaeological marvels that began to be marketed to a new 


kind of consumer-traveler. We are dealing here with a different class of operator 
but also a different class of photographic product. This is not an insignificant 
point and the exhibition had to work hard to blunt its impact. For, even as it 
expanded its geographic range, calotype practice was also becoming diversified 
and institutionally stratified. Its story was no longer just the story of art and 
amateurism or, indeed, the story of a singular medium. 

In the exhibition itself, the dispersive momentum of travel, tourism, antiq- 
uities, and commerce gave visitors hardly a pause as it swept them into the 
last room—into a baked, dry, ochre world that sweltered “Under an Indian 
Sky” (fig. 1).’* Yet something else will prove to haunt the humid, heat-hazed 
landscapes we find here, and it is at this juncture—with the story of the flour- 
ishing development of the self-consciously artistic “medium” already unravel- 
ing—that we are plunged into an encounter that suddenly outruns the stage 
managers control. The calotype itself may have been well prepared to survive 
the rigors of the journey, readily adaptable, as it was, to work in hot and dusty 
climates. The exhibition narrative fares less well, changing color, losing its 
breath, and pulling up short on the banks of the Ganges at the Suttee Chowra 
Ghat in Kanpur, the major up-country bulking point for the cotton- and oil- 
seed trade along the river. 
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Fig. 1. 

View of “Under an Indian Sky,” 
the final gallery of Impressed 
by Light: British Photographs 
from Paper Negatives, 
1840-1860, an exhibition 
held at the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York, 

25 September-31 December 
2007. 
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Fig. 2. 

John Murray (Scottish, 
1809-98). 

Suttee Ghat Cawnpore, 1858, 
albumen silver print from 
paper negative, image: 33 x 
43.1 cm (13 x 1615/e in.); 
mount: 40.3 x 51.6 cm 
(15% x 205s in.). 

New York, The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art. 


Fig. 3. 

John Murray (Scottish, 
1809-98). 

Suttee Ghat Cawnpore, 1858, 
paper negative, image: 38 x 
48 cm (1415/6 x 18% in.). 
New York, The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art. 
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The waters here, at least in the museum’s print (fig. 2), are smooth and 
opaque, flat and impenetrable like the sky. The low, scattered trees could be 
coming into leaf or dying. The buildings behind the perimeter wall are hard to 
make out in the tangle of the trees’ branches. The sun comes in low from the 
right. Nothing moves except one of the two men squatting on the open ground 
leading down to the river. The scene seems windless and airless. Even the two 
diminutive squatting figures who look back at the photographer seem only 
to point up the general sense of desertion and the distance that has opened 
between them and the camera lens. Like the curators, we may find it hard to 
resist taking the seeming lack of event as the sign of bleak emotion. This is 
certainly heavily overwritten ground. The inscription in the lower left corner of 
the large-scale print tells us this: Suttee Ghat Cawnpore. And, again, in pencil 
on the mount: Chowrah Suttee or Massacre Ghat Cawnpore. The exhibition 
title adds a third variant: “Suttee Ghat Cawnpore,” Scene of the Massacre—the 
massacre, note. 

The image, in all its inadequacy and excess, is caught in the field of the cap- 
tion. There is a tear in the fabric of the exhibition’s story. We have arrived at 
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the scene of horrendous events but also of the undoing of those great tales of 


British invention. 

On 26 June 1857, after a twenty-day siege, an embattled party of British offi- 
cers and troops under General Sir Hugh Wheeler, together with the women, 
children, and servants who had taken refuge with them in their hastily fortified 
barracks at Kanpur, negotiated an agreement with the local rebel leader and 
self-proclaimed Pashwa, Nana Dhondu Punt, to give up their guns and treasure 
in return for boats to carry them from the Suttee Chowra customs ghat on the 
Ganges downstream to Allahabad. Early the next morning, however, as they 
boarded the vessels at the stepped embankment, the British detachment was 
mowed down by concealed artillery and rifle, with surviving troops and reput- 
edly all male children being cut to pieces by cavalry and locals who had joined 
the fray."* Some 120 to 130 women and children were then taken prisoner and 
confined in a house in the nearby compound. But on the evening of 15 July, as 
a British force of European, Madras, and Sikh troops with guns of the Royal 
and Bengal Artilleries approached Kanpur from Allahabad, leaders of the reb- 


els or perhaps the sepoy guards themselves resolved to slaughter the women 
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and children, who were shot and cut to pieces in the courtyard of the house in 
which they were imprisoned. It is said that the walls were covered with bloody 
handprints and the floor was littered with severed human limbs. The next day, 
the bodies of the dead, together with survivors, were thrown down a nearby 
dry well. It was the day before British forces recaptured Kanpur, bringing their 
own brutal reprisals, and exactly three weeks after the signing of the agree- 
ment to evacuate the entrenchment. As Lieutenant Colonel G. W. Williams, 
commissioner of military police, wrote in the synopsis of what he viewed as 
the “indisputably authentic” evidence he collated in 1859: “Grief here yields to 
indignation, and the thirst for revenge; yet adequate retribution can never be 
inflicted. The punishment of the crime is beyond the power of man.”* 

The army surgeon and photographer John Murray arrived at the scene that 
engrossed a nation in February 1858, less than a year after the massacres and 
a year before Lieutenant Colonel Williams began his investigation.'® Williams, 
even after his “most searching and earnest inquiries,’ acknowledged the pain 
of representing unrepresentable events “over which,” he wrote, “I would gladly 
draw a veil, but that duty forbids my concealing aught of the real facts attend- 
ing the closing of the Cawnpore tragedy.”’” Murray, on direct commission from 
the governor-general, Viscount Charles John Canning, and following his habits 
of practice as well as Lord Canning’s precise instructions to capture “as clear 
and complete an impression” as possible of the military works and sites associ- 
ated with the mutiny, uncapped the lens of his camera and made his exposures: 
two views of the ghat on the Ganges; one of the hospital in General Wheeler's 
entrenchment; and one of the well itself, already on its way to becoming an 
actual and virtual pilgrimage site for the veneration by the British of their mar- 
tyrs."* Of these, the exhibition, true to its bias, gives us only the finer quality 
negative (fig. 3) and a tonally harmonious print. But what do they show us? In 
this exhibition—or against it—not a little. 

In 1858, the British dream of empire as a benign, civilizing, and mutually 
enhancing society found itself rudely shattered by a military rebellion of sepoys 
against British occupation that the British still remember as the “Indian Mutiny” 
and that their political class preferred at the time to see as the product of local 
misgovernment rather than as the direct outcome of endemic tensions created 
by the conditions and policies of British colonial rule.’? The bitter anticolo- 
nial struggle, which for a time posed an effective threat to British control of 
the Gangetic Plain, brought appalling atrocities and reprisals from both sides 
that still live in the lexicons of national memory and that made it clear that 
the landscapes calmly surveyed by the camera were spaces of irreconcilable 
visions. Here, then, the story suddenly ceases to be one of the triumphal flour- 
ishing of photographic art, since the photographers of the Indian landscapes 
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gathered in the exhibition’s final room—John Murray, officer in the Bengal 
Medical Service; the Madras Army captain Linnaeus Tripe; John McCosh, sur- 
geon with the Bengal Native Infantry; Major Robert Tytler and Harriet Tytler, 
his wife; army engineer Charles Moravia; and Richard Oakeley, Fellow of the 
Royal Geographical Society—were themselves military officers and government 
appointees who, in the aftermath of the Sepoy Rebellion, mobilized the latest 
imaging technology for the purpose of mapping, graphing, and marking out 
for memory an occupied territory that had proved so suddenly and violently 
unreadable to the British authorities and forces.”° 

Contrary to what is implied by the sweep of the exhibition, however, 
this is not how the camera came to the subcontinent. As John Falconer and 
Christopher Pinney have shown, photography arrived in India as early as 1840, 
as an import variously taken up by enthusiastic amateurs, by those with an eye 
to commerce, and by individuals with aspirations to science.”’ And, as pho- 
tographic practice steadily spread in the next decade and a half, it did so not 
solely in the hands of those linked in one way or another, through commercial, 
military, or administrative connections, to the agencies of the colonial state. By 
the mid-1850s, in Calcutta and Bombay numerous Indian-run studios were in 
business and, of the hundred members of the Photographic Society of Bengal, 
patronized by Lady Canning herself, about thirty were Bengalis.” As might 
be expected, given the way they learned their practice and given their desire 
to accommodate and adapt, these educated Indian amateurs and their com- 
mercial counterparts produced images of their countrymen and families not 
much different from the template images Europeans collected of themselves. 
But they were strikingly different from the photographs that began to accumu- 
late through other channels. 

By the mid-1850s, the colonial police had already begun using photogra- 
phy to identify victims and old offenders. There were also calls to photograph 
legitimate state pensioners in Bengal and prostitutes in Lucknow, and instruc- 
tions were issued by the central administration for local governments to collect 
photographs of tribes and castes under their jurisdiction. Military officers were 
active in responding to such commissions, alongside clergymen, army doctors 
like Murray, and civil servants who were encouraged to take cameras with them 
on their travels and to deposit copies with the office of the governor-general. 
After “the great convulsion” of 1857, their efforts acquired an official standing, 
overseen by the Political and Secret Department and culminating in the publica- 
tion between 1868 and 1875 of the eight volumes of The People of India.** This 
compendious work, compiled under the patronage of the then Viceroy Lord 
Canning, may have troubled members of an Indian elite to whom it was shown 


in the India Office Library in London, but it was not intended to speak to them.” 


193 


194 


TAGG 


Rather, it was meant to educate the agents of a colonial service that, after 1858, 
fell directly under the British Crown. To such eyes, the eight bound volumes 
presented a comprehensive field guide to identifying the vexingly multifarious 
native groups that had so recently demonstrated attitudes to British rule ranging 
from acquiescence and compliance to fierce hatred and violent rebellion. There 
was thus a compelling relationship between the accumulation of photographic 
documents, the pacification process, and a recently unnerved concern to cali- 
brate more finely the sustainability of British rule in India.” If Canning’s ambi- 
tious photographic projects—including the commission to John Murray—lacked 
the systematization of later interventions, they even so marked the beginning of 
that process of collection, collation, categorization, and textualization through 
which the Indian subcontinent was gridded and framed as a field of knowledge, 
an administrative terrain, and a landscape of British institutional memory. 

It was hardly unusual, of course, for colonies to be the testing ground for 
new techniques and technologies. This was obviously the case for military tac- 
tics and hardware, but it was also the case for techniques and technologies of 
visual control. Nowhere did these seem more needed than in India.** Colonial 
administrators and officials complained over and over again of the deceit they 
took to be inherent in the natives, clouding investigation and undermining the 
status of the evidence they collected.*” The camera presented itself as a tool to 
solve this problem, promising more than just a means of procuring evidence. 
In what British officials saw as an environment of ignorance, superstition, and 
deceit, this latest product of British ingenuity seemed the very instrument to 
impress upon native minds once more the difficulty of escaping a superior colo- 
nial vigilance. As Samuel Bourne remarked in the narrative of his photographic 
expedition through Kashmir: “From the earliest days of the calotype, the curi- 
ous tripod with its mysterious chamber and mouth of brass taught the natives 
of this country that their conquerors were the inventors of other instruments 
beside the formidable guns of their artillery, which, though as suspicious per- 
haps in appearance, attained their objects with less noise and smoke:””* 

Bourne’s shameless image is brutally apt. In the years after the violent rebel- 
lion, guns and cameras rolled across the landscape in unsparing ways. In addi- 
tion to hanging mutineers, the British had many they captured “blown from 
cannon’—a method of execution in which convicted rebels were set before a 
cannon’s mouth and blown to pieces. Fomented in the aftermath of the Indian 
and other recent wars, this was, of course, the climate in which the jingoism 
of a fully imperial Britishness was, in effect, invented as an apparatus of civic 
capture and a means to mobilize the divided populations of England, Scotland, 
Wales, and Ireland. So, in India, some stood before cannon and others before 


cameras. It is indeed a telling image. 
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It seems that, from the viewpoint of the Suttee Chowra Ghat, here in the 
final room “Under an Indian Sky,’ there is little left unscathed in the history 
the exhibition has given us. The singular photographic medium, the gentle- 
man's practice, the flourishing of art, the pride that all this is British: none of it 
survives. Whatever it may be that is, as Talbot wrote, “impressed by the agency 
of Light alone,” it is not to be so lightly fixed. What is “brought out” in the sensi- 
tized paper always falls short of our investments and desires, whatever lens we 
take to it. But, then, as we try to say what we see, we find that what is stained 
into the paper goes beyond our stories and what it is we want. This, however, is 
not grounds for silence, any more than it is fodder for the banal belief that the 
picture speaks for itself. The puzzling impassiveness of Murray’s “Suttee Ghat 
Cawnpore,” Scene of the Massacre is itself a challenge as the place where a certain 
history comes to grief. The exorbitant, inadequate image burnt into the paper 
comes to us from somewhere else, but that is also its challenge. Before it, we 
are called to bear witness to its sight, to seek to grasp its resonance as a specific 
event of meaning, and to go on trying to find an idiom for whatever it is that 
Talbot again, musing on the prospect of loss, once called “the mute testimony 


of the picture.” 


Notes 

1. Perhaps at the outset I ought to say that I found myself rather anxious about my 
lack of credentials to speak on the topic at issue in this volume, and this anxiety 
no doubt set the course of the path I decided to follow. It may appear to have led 
me rather far from the intended destination. So I will have to ask to be given an 
extremely long leash in order to reach my goal, which is not the goal of unmask- 
ing a misrepresentation or reinstating some truth but, rather, that of following 
a certain history to the point where, on ground it was not the first to believe it 
had fully made its own, it begins to be unraveled by the very thing for which it 
thought to give us a story. 

2. Quotations drawn from the exhibition texts came from the “Past Exhibitions” 
pages of the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s website: http://www.metmuseum 
.org/special/se_event.asp?Occurrenceld={447A8D76-4D51-4E8C-B1A4- 
B888EF85D7CC}; and http://www.metmuseum.org/special/se_event 
.asp?Occurrenceld={5BC2298F-FC6B-11D6-94C7-00902786BF 44}, accessed 
2 April 2010. Almost identical versions of these texts are currently available at: 
http://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/listings/2007/impressed-by-light; and 
http://www.metmuseum.org/about-the-museum/press-room/exhibitions/2003/ 
first-survey-of-french-daguerreotypesmany-among-the-earliest-photo- 
graphs-ever-takenopens-at-metropolitan-museum-on-september-23, accessed 4 
May 2012. 

3. Impressed by Light: British Photographs from Paper Negatives, 1840-1860, exhib- 
ited at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York from 25 September 2007 to 
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31 December 2007, was described as “the first major exhibition to survey British 
calotypes,’ presenting “works by forty artists, including such masters as William 
Henry Fox Talbot, David Octavius Hill and Robert Adamson, Roger Fenton, 
Benjamin Brecknell Turner, and Linnaeus Tripe, as well as many talented but 
unrecognized artists” (see note 2). The majority of the works on view, it was also 
stressed, had never before been exhibited or published in the United States. 

The Dawn of Photography: French Daguerreotypes, 1839-1855, on view at the 
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5. Tom Nairn, “The Twilight of the British State” in idem, The Break-Up of Britain: 
Crisis and Neo-Nationalism, 2nd ed. (London: Verso, 1981), 11-91. 
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Sons, 1852). 

8. Geoffrey Batchen, “Photography: Latent History,’ Art in America (2008): 57. 

9. Batchen, “Photography: Latent History,’ 57. It is thus Batchen’s view that the exhi- 
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u. The displacement and fantasy investment negotiated through this attachment to 
the picturesque—which stripped the countryside and landed property of con- 
flict and history, turning them into the tropes of an eternal Englishness—thus 
went beyond the compensations of an internal exoticism. Woven together with a 
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pattern of strategic overcoding familiar from the scopic field of Orientalism. 
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Press, 1879), 70-79. 
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Sanders, Cones, 1859), 668, 705. 
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Williams, “Synopsis of Evidence,” 692. 
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197 


198 


TAGG 


22. 


23. 


24. 


25. 
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